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DDoouuggllaass EE.. BBoowweerrss

  W  Welfare reform is the theme of this issue of Rural America. In May 2000, the Economic Research
Service, the Joint Center for Poverty Research, and the Rural Policy Research Institute hosted "Rural
Dimensions of Welfare Reform: A Research Conference on Poverty, Welfare, & Food Assistance" at

Georgetown University. This conference assessed the initial impacts of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Act of 1996 (PRWORA) on rural America. PRWORA dramatically changed the Federal safety net by
replacing Aid to Families with Dependent Children with a new block grant program, Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF). The law gives States greater flexibility in designing and implementing welfare programs, and
gives individuals added personal responsibility to provide for themselves through job earnings. TANF seeks to move
people from welfare to work by imposing a 5-year lifetime limit on receiving Federal welfare benefits and requir-
ing recipients to find work within 2 years of receiving benefits. W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Studies will
publish the conference papers in a monograph, Rural Dimensions of Welfare Reform:  Welfare, Food Assistance and
Poverty in Rural America, early next year. Expanded versions of the six articles featured in this issue will be pub-
lished in this upcoming monograph. The research presented here will help inform the policy debate surrounding
reauthorization of PRWORA in 2002.

The first look at the effects of this new legislation has been quite positive, according to conference organizers
Leslie A. Whitener, Bruce A. Weber, and Greg J. Duncan, who summarize the conference findings in our lead arti-
cle. Since PRWORA, welfare caseloads and poverty dropped while employment and earnings increased for many
low-income families in both rural and urban areas. Welfare reform, a robust economy, and expanded work support
programs are all factors in these positive outcomes. However, individual State studies suggest that rural people on
welfare may have a harder time finding work and obtaining the transportation, childcare, and other support ser-
vices necessary to stay at work.

Nonmetro labor markets have characteristics that may make it more difficult for people leaving welfare. Robert
Gibbs finds that, although nonmetro areas in general benefited from economic prosperity in the 1990s, nonmetro
welfare recipients were usually concentrated in areas with persistent economic problems. The high number of low-
skill and low-education workers in these places discourages companies with higher-paying jobs from locating there
and promotes an even greater dependence on low-paying, often part-time service jobs. Robert I. Lerman, Signe-
Mary McKernan, and Nancy Pindus report that, for nonmetro America as a whole, the new welfare policies have
succeeded in increasing employment for single mothers, the group least likely to work and most likely to be on wel-
fare. Similarly, Daniel T. Lichter and Leif Jensen find that, while rural single mothers still have higher poverty rates
than those in urban areas, the level of poverty for families headed by single females has dropped, and higher earn-
ings have more than made up for the decline in welfare assistance.

But State-level analyses suggest that the effects of welfare reform can vary widely among different States and
labor markets. Mark S. Henry, Willis Lewis, Lynn Reinschmiedt, and Darren Lewis study welfare and food stamp
caseloads in Mississippi and South Carolina, where rural areas have been less successful than urban areas in reduc-
ing caseloads. Enhanced support services for the working poor in such areas as transportation, childcare, and job
training may be necessary to equalize opportunities for the rural poor.

This issue's Rural Updates section opens with Jack L. Runyan's update of hired farmworker data for 2000. The
number of hired farmworkers increased in 1999-2000, but earnings decreased for this group of workers already
near the low end of the earnings scale. For the first time in 2000, minority groups made up a majority of hired farm-
workers. Richard J. Reeder and Samuel Calhoun present FY 1999 data for Federal funds in nonmetro counties.
Metro areas continue to hold a slight lead in per capita Federal funds due to national programs such as defense and
space. The nonmetro South received the highest per capita funds, largely because of transfer payments to low-
income residents. Finally, Carolyn C. Rogers finds that child poverty gradually declined in the strong economy from
1993 to 1999, but nonmetro areas still have a higher rate than metro; the Black-White gap in child poverty is 
narrowing, but still high.
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T  The Personal
Responsibility and
Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act

(PRWORA) of 1996 is the most sig-
nificant social welfare legislation
enacted since the New Deal legisla-
tion more than 60 years ago. The
long-term guarantee of benefits
under a variety of programs has
been eliminated in favor of a short-
term temporary assistance program
to help families get back on their
feet. States have been given more
flexibility in designing and imple-
menting programs that meet their
needs, and individuals have greater
responsibility to provide for them-
selves through job earnings and for
their children through tougher
enforcement of child-support pay-
ments by absentee parents. These
changes brought new opportunities
and expectations for low-income
families, their communities, and
their local governments.

Early results from a myriad of
welfare reform studies have been

quite positive (Blank and Haskins).
Welfare caseloads have declined
substantially. Concomitantly, the
employment of poor single moth-
ers, a group that has often been the
least likely to work and most likely
to be on welfare, has increased.
Rising employment has resulted in
higher earnings and lower welfare
payments for many low-income
families. Poverty rates have
declined since 1994.  The combina-
tion of recent work-oriented wel-
fare reforms, a robust economy,
and expansions of the Earned
Income Tax Credit and other work
support programs have all con-
tributed to these positive outcomes.
Even so, the news is not all good.
Some families in deep poverty or
with unemployed family members
are financially worse off now than
before welfare reform, and some
low-income families, although still
eligible for Medicaid and food
stamps after leaving the welfare
rolls, are not participating in these
programs  (Haskins and Sawhill).  

Also, welfare reform may not
be working as well for the 7.5 mil-

lion people living in poverty in
nonmetro areas (1999). Once
employment is secured, the avail-
ability and affordability of child
care, transportation, health care,
housing, and other support services
become especially important for
(former) welfare recipients. Rural
areas have demographic, economic,
and geographic characteristics that
may pose unique challenges for
welfare reform. Compared with
urban areas, many rural communi-
ties have higher poverty, greater
unemployment, lower education
levels, lower incomes, and longer
distances between home, child care,
and work sites. Because of lower
population density, rural areas tend
to have higher costs for services
and frequently lack a full range of
services necessary for welfare-to-
work transitions. 

In May 2000, the Economic
Research Service, the Joint Center
for Poverty Research, and the Rural
Policy Research Institute sponsored
a research conference designed to
assess the effects of welfare reform
in rural areas. In this article, we

Leslie A. Whitener
Bruce A. Weber
Greg J. Duncan
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The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
dramatically altered the social safety net for poor Americans, and
raised concerns over the 7.5 million people living in poverty in non-
metro areas. So far, welfare reform has reduced caseloads, increased
employment, and lessened poverty. While the impact of welfare reform
does not appear to differ greatly between rural and urban areas at the
national level, many studies of individual State welfare programs
report smaller welfare reform impacts on employment and earnings in
rural areas than in urban areas. These smaller effects are due largely
to the demographic characteristics of recipients and to the poorer job
opportunities and lack of critical work supports in rural areas.
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summarize some of the major find-
ings from the Rural Dimensions of
Welfare Reform Conference, and
address two broad questions. What
is the evidence from recent
research about rural-urban differ-
ences in welfare reform impacts on
program participation, employ-
ment, earnings, and poverty?  And
how can welfare policy better
address the different needs of rural
and urban low-income families?

Understanding the Rural Context
During the 1990s, the U.S.

economy enjoyed an unprecedent-
ed period of economic growth.
Unemployment rates reached 30-
year lows, employment continued
to expand, and rural areas generally
shared in the good economic times.
Yet, even in the face of strong eco-
nomic growth, rural labor market
trends did not converge with urban
patterns. At the close of the centu-

ry, nonmetro poverty remained 2
percentage points higher than in
metro areas, with over 14 percent
of the nonmetro population living
below the poverty level. Unem-
ployment and underemployment
were higher in nonmetro than
metro labor markets, and job
growth was slower. Nonmetro areas
lagged metro areas in both per
capita income and earnings per job.
Despite America's economic expan-
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    Note:  Persistent-poverty counties are defined as nonmetro counties with 20 percent or more of their population in poverty in each of the years
1960, 1970, 1980, and 1990.
    Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service, based on information from the decennial censuses of population.

Figure 1
Nonmetro persistent-poverty counties
Persistent-poverty counties contain 32 percent of the nonmetro poor
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1960, 1970, 1980, and 1990.
    Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service, based on information from the decennial censuses of population.
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sion, rural families had fewer job
options than urban families, at a
time when lower-skilled rural resi-
dents were leaving the welfare rolls
and entering the labor force (see
Gibbs, pp. 11-21 in this issue). 

Yet, rural America is diverse;
some rural areas have participated
in the economic progress of the
Nation, while others have not. Over
500 nonmetro counties are classi-

fied as persistent-poverty counties,
having  poverty rates of 20 percent
or higher consistently over the last
4 decades (fig. 1). Successful wel-
fare reform may be more difficult
to achieve here than in other non-
metro areas because of inherent
structural and human capital disad-
vantages. Persistently poor counties
have a disproportionate number of
economically at-risk people, includ-

ing racial/ethnic minorities, female-
headed households, and high
school dropouts (table 1). At the
same time, the local economies of
these areas are generally weaker
and do not fare as well as other
nonmetro places. Population and
employment growth for persistent-
poverty counties fall below that of
nonmetro counties as a whole;
unemployment and poverty rates
are considerably higher; earnings
per job and per capita income are
considerably lower. These chroni-
cally poor counties are heavily con-
centrated in the South, specifically
in Appalachia, the Ozark-Ouachita
area, the Mississippi Delta, and the
Rio Grande Valley, and the Native
American reservations of the
Southwest and Northern Plains.
Persistently poor counties con-
tained 19 percent of the nonmetro
population and 32 percent (2.7 mil-
lion) of the nonmetro poor in 1990. 

Moreover, many rural areas are
characterized by conditions that are
likely to impede the move from
welfare to work, irrespective of
population characteristics or the
health of the local economy. Low
population densities in rural areas
equate to greater distances to jobs
and increased demands for reliable
transportation, inaccessibility of
key social and educational services,
and fewer child care options and
greater difficulties in arranging
care. To the extent that rural and
urban areas differ in their composi-
tion, local labor markets, and 
support services, welfare policy
impacts may vary. 

Reforming Welfare As We Know It
The Personal Responsibility and

Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act (PRWORA) of 1996 dramatically
altered the social safety net for
poor Americans. The new legisla-
tion replaced the entitlement pro-
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Table 1
Persistent-poverty counties:  Selected characteristics
Local economies of persistent-poverty counties do not fare as well as nonmetro counties
as a whole

Persistent-poverty All nonmetro
Characteristics counties counties

Number

Number of counties 535 2,276

Percent

Proportion of nonmetro
population, 19991 18.5 100

Population change1
1980-90 -0.16 2.69
1990-99 6.15 7.61

Annualized employment change2
1979-89 0.5 0.9
1989-99 0.8 1.1

Unemployment rate2
1990 8.1 6.5
1999 7.1 5.2

Poverty rate, 19903 29.1 18.3
Black population, 19903 21.2 8.0
Hispanic population, 19903 7.8 4.3
Female-headed families with  

children, 19903 21.4 16.0
High school dropouts age 25-44, 19903 27.9 18.3

Dollars

Earnings per job, 19984 22,048 23,618
Per capita income, 19984 17,092 20,488

1Bureau of Census. 
2Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics.
31990 Census of Population.
4Bureau of Economic Analysis.
Source:  Calculated by USDA, Economic Research Service. 



gram Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC) with
the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) program, funded
through block grants to States.
TANF seeks to move people from
welfare to work by imposing a 
5-year lifetime limit on receiving
Federal welfare benefits and requir-

ing recipients to participate in work
activities within 2 years of receiving
benefits. Penalties reducing the
Federal contribution to TANF funds
are levied against States with too
few recipients in work activities.
States are given more flexibility in
designing and implementing pro-
grams that meet their needs, and

individuals are given added person-
al responsibility to provide for
themselves through job earnings
and for their children through
enforcement of child-support 
payments by absentee parents (see
"Key Provisions of the Personal
Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996"). 5
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Key Provisions of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996

EEssttaabblliisshheess TTeemmppoorraarryy AAssssiissttaannccee ffoorr NNeeeeddyy FFaammiilliieess ((TTAANNFF)) tthhaatt::

Replaces former entitlement programs with Federal block grants

Devolves authority and responsibility for welfare programs from Federal to State government

Emphasizes moving from welfare to work through time limits and work requirements

CChhaannggeess eelliiggiibbiilliittyy ssttaannddaarrddss ffoorr SSuupppplleemmeennttaall SSeeccuurriittyy IInnccoommee ((SSSSII)) cchhiilldd ddiissaabbiilliittyy bbeenneeffiittss

Restricts certain formerly eligible children from receiving benefits

Changes eligibility rules for new applicants and eligibility redetermination

RReeqquuiirreess SSttaatteess ttoo eennffoorrccee aa ssttrroonngg cchhiilldd ssuuppppoorrtt pprrooggrraamm ffoorr ccoolllleeccttiioonn ooff cchhiilldd ssuuppppoorrtt ppaayymmeennttss

RReessttrriiccttss aalliieennss'' eelliiggiibbiilliittyy ffoorr wweellffaarree aanndd ootthheerr ppuubblliicc bbeenneeffiittss

Denies illegal aliens most public benefits, except emergency medical services

Restricts most legal aliens from receiving Food Stamps and SSI benefits until they become citizens or work for at
least 10 years

Allows States the option of providing Federal cash assistance to legal aliens already in the country

Restricts most new legal aliens from receiving Federal cash assistance for 5 years

Allows States the option of using State funds to provide cash assistance to non-qualifying aliens

PPrroovviiddeess rreessoouurrcceess ffoorr ffoosstteerr ccaarree ddaattaa ssyysstteemmss aanndd aa FFeeddeerraall cchhiilldd wweellffaarree ssttuuddyy

EEssttaabblliisshheess aa bblloocckk ggrraanntt ttoo SSttaatteess ttoo pprroovviiddee cchhiilldd ccaarree ffoorr wwoorrkkiinngg ppaarreennttss

AAlltteerrss eelliiggiibbiilliittyy ccrriitteerriiaa aanndd bbeenneeffiittss ffoorr cchhiilldd nnuuttrriittiioonn pprrooggrraammss

Modifies reimbursement rates

Makes families (including aliens) that are eligible for free public education also eligible for school meal benefits

TTiigghhtteennss nnaattiioonnaall ssttaannddaarrddss ffoorr ffoooodd ssttaammppss aanndd ccoommmmooddiittyy ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn

Institutes an across-the-board reduction in benefits

Caps standard deduction at fiscal year 1995 level

Limits receipt of benefits to 3 months in every 3 years by childless able-bodied adults age 18-50 unless working
or in training



Assessing the effects of welfare
reform in rural and urban areas is
complicated by the increased varia-
tion across State programs. Diver-
sity in State welfare policies was
already growing in the early to mid-
1990s due to waivers of Federal
welfare requirements for State
experiments or pilot programs.
States have subsequently made
their own decisions about eligibility
and benefits, time limits, work par-
ticipation requirements, and other
aspects of personal responsibility.
State programs differ, for example,
on sanctions imposed for noncom-
pliance, the amounts and types of
assets that are used in determining
eligibility and benefits, the time
period for work requirements, and
the design of child care and trans-
portation assistance programs.  An
equally important State variant is
the level of responsibility assigned
to the administration of welfare.
Thirty-five States have vested
responsibility for policymaking,
funding, and administration in the
State government, but the remain-
ing 15 States have devolved respon-
sibility to local counties and com-
munities. 

Assessing Welfare Reform in Rural
Areas: What Have We Learned? 

A major goal of welfare reform
is to reduce long-term welfare
dependence in favor of increased
self-sufficiency through employ-
ment. But reductions in caseloads
do not mean that all rural and
urban families who leave the rolls
are making ends meet. How exactly
are former welfare recipients faring
in the labor market?  The tight
labor markets and low unemploy-
ment rates nationwide over the late
1990s have provided the best possi-
ble environment for new entrants
into the labor market. However,

with the first signs of a slowing
economy, the provisions of welfare
reform may now operate very dif-
ferently in rural and urban areas.   

HHaass wweellffaarree ddeeppeennddeennccyy ddeecclliinneedd
aass aa rreessuulltt ooff wweellffaarree rreeffoorrmm??
Nationwide, only half as many fam-
ilies are receiving cash assistance
from the TANF program in 1999 as
under the AFDC program in 1994.
Caseloads declined by 47 percent
between 1994 and 1999. On aver-
age, the caseload drops have been
about as large in rural as in urban
areas, although averages are deceiv-
ing. Different States exhibit very
different patterns of change in their
rural and urban TANF caseloads
(see Henry et al., pp. 36-43 in this
issue). Declining caseloads have
resulted from the combination of
work-oriented welfare reforms, a
strong economy, and expansions of
the Earned Income Tax Credit and
other work support benefits, with
most former recipients finding at
least temporary work in the labor
market. The most recent statistics
for 2001 suggest that these case-
load declines may be leveling off,
and even reversing in many States.

CCaann rruurraall wweellffaarree rreecciippiieennttss ffiinndd
wwoorrkk?? National studies suggest that
welfare reform and expansion of
the Earned Income Tax Credit are
raising the employment rates of
single mothers, with one-half to
two-thirds of single mothers finding
employment at some time after
leaving the welfare rolls. In non-
metro areas, the percentage of poor
female heads with earnings rose
sharply after PRWORA, increasing
from 59 percent in 1996 to 70 per-
cent by 1999 (see Lichter and
Jensen, pp. 28-33 in this issue). A
study by the Urban Institute shows
similar increases in employment
for single mothers in both metro
and nonmetro areas, with little dif-

ference in the effect of welfare
reform. However, single mothers in
rural areas with little education
have not shared in the employment
gains of their urban counterparts
(see Lerman et al., pp. 22-27 in this
issue). These findings do not sup-
port the early dire predictions that
rural mothers and their children
would be left behind under the 
new welfare policy and economic
environment.

Assessments of welfare reform
at the State level suggest more vari-
able effects, however. Minnesota
implemented an experimental wel-
fare waiver program, the Minnesota
Family Investment Program (MFIP),
which used both financial incen-
tives to encourage work and
mandatory participation in employ-
ment-focused services for long-
term welfare recipients. A recent
study by MDRC assessed the effects
of this welfare program on employ-
ment and earnings of long-term
recipients in both rural and urban
counties of Minnesota. During the 2
years after selection for study in
1994-96, employment increased for
single-parent recipients in both
urban and rural counties (fig. 2).
However, in contrast to the large
and lasting employment increases
in urban counties, average employ-
ment increases were much smaller
for recipients in rural counties and
effects on employment faded con-
siderably by the last year of fol-
lowup (Gennetian et al.). 

IIss tthhee wweellffaarree-ttoo-wwoorrkk ttrraannssiittiioonn
mmoorree ddiiffffiiccuulltt iinn rruurraall aarreeaass?? Most
national research studies suggest
that obstacles to employment for
single mothers leaving welfare are
no greater in rural areas than in
urban areas. Rural areas are becom-
ing more culturally, politically, and
economically integrated, and many
issues related to low-wage service6
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economies are relevant for both
rural and urban areas.

But State-level analyses suggest
that the ease of  transition to work
can vary widely among labor mar-
ket areas. A recent Mississippi
analysis demonstrates that labor
market areas differ in terms of cre-
ating overall job growth matched to
the educational level of TANF recip-
ients. Moreover, the labor market
areas that are likely to be the most
mismatched in terms of jobs and
job applicants are also the ones
with the weakest network of
licensed childcare facilities, as well
as the least accessible by existing
transportation infrastructure. The
Clarksdale nonmetro labor market
area in the Delta region is the
bleakest for TANF recipients trying
to find jobs that match their educa-
tional credentials. Areas of
Mississippi with the highest levels
of urban influence hold the bright-
est prospects for job-matched
employment (Howell). 

Similarly, a second study inter-
viewed welfare families and com-
munity residents in seven Iowa
communities ranked along a rural-
urban continuum of population
density. It found that welfare
reform policy effects hinge on dif-
ferences in the proximity of jobs
and access to support services.
Urban centers offer more job
opportunities and support a scale
of auxiliary social services that can-
not be matched in rural communi-
ties. Welfare recipients who live in
or adjacent to urban areas have
access to more and higher-paying
jobs than recipients who live in
remote rural communities.
However, capitalizing on local jobs
requires access to reliable, afford-
able transportation. Cost-effective
mass transit systems depend, in
part, on population density and are
less likely to exist in more sparsely
settled rural areas. 

Families moving from welfare
to work may need support services

that include job training, health
care, or childcare (Fletcher et al.).
These support services are often
only available in larger, more
urbanized areas; in particular, rural
families have less access to afford-
able and flexible formal child care
than do urban families (Findeis 
et al.). At the same time, rural 
residents often have more extensive
and stronger informal support net-
works, which can compensate for
the weaker formal support services
in helping single mothers make the
transition into paid employment. 

HHaavvee wweellffaarree-ttoo-wwoorrkk ttrraannssii-
ttiioonnss iimmpprroovveedd tthhee eeccoonnoommiicc wweellll-
bbeeiinngg ooff rruurraall rreecciippiieennttss?? National
analyses show that welfare reform
has clearly moved many poor rural
mothers into the labor force and
that welfare-to-work transitions
have increased earnings for these
families. Real annual earnings for
poor rural mothers increased from
$3,835 in 1989 to $6,131 in 1999.
Income rose even higher when
including income received from the
Earned Income Tax Credit, which
provides a refundable tax credit to
low-income workers (see Lichter
and Jensen, pp 28-35 in this issue).   

However, assessments at the
State level again point to more lim-
ited effects of welfare reform on
earnings in rural than in urban
areas. The MDRC study of the
employment and earnings effects
of MFIP, the experimental welfare
waiver implemented in Minnesota,
found that the program had no
effect on the average earnings of
rural welfare recipients, although it
increased the average earnings of
urban recipients (fig. 3). Differen-
ces in recipients' prior marital 
history and changes in family 
structure help explain the 
programs' different effects on rural
and urban welfare recipients
(Gennetian et al.).    

7
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Source:  Gennetian, Redcross, and Miller, forthcoming.

Difference in average quarterly employment

Figure 2
Impact of Minnesota MFIP on employment of long-term welfare recipients
The effect of MFIP on rural employment was smaller 2 years after entering the MFIP
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CCaann ffoorrmmeerr wweellffaarree rreecciippiieennttss
eessccaappee ppoovveerrttyy tthhrroouugghh wwoorrkk??
Although most former recipients
find employment, many cannot
obtain and/or keep full-time, year-
round work. As a result, many wel-
fare recipients return to the welfare
system for economic support. A
multivariate analysis of recidivism
in Iowa shows, for example, that
metro welfare recipients were less
likely to leave the welfare rolls than
nonmetro recipients, but once they
left, those in metro areas were less
likely to return right away. After the
first two quarters, there is little
metro-nonmetro difference in the
likelihood of returning to welfare.
Iowa's experience suggested that
human capital, child support, and
the presence of children were
major determinants of welfare
dependence and recidivism 
(Jensen et al.).

The problem for most poor
rural welfare recipients is less one
of finding a job than of finding a
job that pays a living wage. Over

one-third of working rural female
heads were in poverty in 1998, a
rate higher than at any time since
1989. Analysis of the short-term
impacts of welfare reform in persis-
tently poor rural areas of central
Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta,
the Lower Rio Grande Valley, and
Native American reservations in
South Dakota found that individual
adjustments to reform measures
buffered the severity of negative
impacts predicted by many reform
critics. A former welfare recipient
might better adjust to life after wel-
fare by participating in informal
labor markets and drawing on fami-
ly support. Some counties have sus-
pended time limits to ease the tran-
sition. Many who have left the wel-
fare rolls have likely found work in
either the formal or informal labor
market, but welfare reform man-
dates have reduced the opportunity
for poor adults to combine welfare
assistance with informal work (see
Harvey et al.).

In summary, the overall impacts
of welfare reform on caseloads,
employment, and poverty do not
seem to differ greatly between 
rural and urban areas at the nation-
al level. TANF caseloads have de-
clined dramatically in both areas. 
Employment by single mothers has
increased in the short run in both
rural and urban places. Public assis-
tance and higher earnings have had
a modest effect in moving rural and
urban single mothers with children
out of poverty. Although still higher
than comparable metro rates, non-
metro child poverty has declined
substantially since 1993, and non-
metro Black child poverty has
reached its lowest level in 10 years.
However, the metro-nonmetro
dichotomy masks considerable
State variation in program opera-
tion, the structure of opportunities,
and in outcomes. Case studies of
individual State welfare programs
and specific policy provisions have
found smaller welfare reform
impacts on employment and earn-
ings in rural areas than in urban
areas. These smaller impacts are
due largely to the demographic
characteristics of recipients and to
the poorer job opportunities and
lack of critical work supports in
rural areas. 

Addressing the Policy Needs of
Rural and Urban Low-Income
Families   

The 2002 reauthorization of the
Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996 will enable adjustments in the
Federal welfare regulations and in
State programs. The Nation’s lead-
ing welfare policy experts, academ-
ic poverty researchers, and rural
scholars who attended the May
2000 conference on Rural Dimen-
sions of Welfare Reform identified8
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Note:  The impact on earnings in rural counties was not statistically different from zero.
Source:  Gennetian, Redcross, and Miller, forthcoming.
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Figure 3
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Dollars 

Urban

Rural

Year 1 Year 2
-50

0

50

100

150

200

250



four groups of policy options that
could help welfare legislation fur-
ther improve the self-sufficiency
and economic well-being of rural
and urban families.  

MMaakkiinngg WWoorrkk PPaayy.. As TANF
caseloads have fallen sharply, most
but not all families that leave wel-
fare are gaining at least a tempo-
rary foothold in the labor market.
However, many families leaving
welfare remain poor, and not all are
receiving the work-based supports
they need to gain permanent eco-
nomic independence. States and
the Federal Government would do
well to consider additional efforts
to make work pay for low-wage
workers. Macroeconomic policy
aimed at maintaining a full-employ-
ment economy can underpin spe-
cific tax and human investment
policies. Some of these policy
options include:

Expanding the Federal Earned
Income Tax Credit to further
support the work efforts of low-
income families;

Initiating or expanding State
Earned Income Tax Credit 
supplements;

Expanding coverage and
encouraging participation in
health insurance and childcare
assistance programs for low-
wage families;

Increasing the minimum wage
to keep up with general wage
levels; and

Taking greater advantage of
resources in the Workforce
Investment Act of 1998 to help
match workers and jobs. This
legislation gives state and local
officials new authority and flex-
ibility for using Federal job

training aid to more closely
reflect the realities of changing
job markets and simplifies pro-
grams under a single, compre-
hensive system.  

In addressing these policy
areas, it is important to preserve
work incentives for families and
job-creation incentives for firms. At
the same time, policymakers must
take into account the potential cost
increases associated with these
options. These policy options
require a careful analysis of costs
and benefits—an analysis that is
especially important as State and
Federal Governments increasingly
seek ways to tighten their budgets
and prioritize expenditures.

AAddddrreessssiinngg tthhee UUnniiqquuee WWoorrkk
BBaarrrriieerrss iinn SSppaarrsseellyy SSeettttlleedd PPllaacceess..
Although the national impact of
welfare reform does not seem to
differ greatly between metro and
nonmetro areas, State welfare pro-
grams and specific policy provi-
sions have demonstrated a less
favorable impact on employment
and earnings in rural areas. People
who live in sparsely settled rural
areas face unique barriers to work-
ing, including long distances to jobs
and services and limited options for
services such as health and child
care. States can facilitate access to
various modes of transportation for
rural, low-income workers and seek
creative ways to provide or subsi-
dize services that are needed for
successful transitions to work. Of
special importance to rural areas
are State welfare reforms that:

Address the less favorable
opportunities (low-wage jobs)
and high unemployment of
rural labor markets;

Recognize the transportation
needs of rural residents by

enabling them to own reliable
cars while at the same time
maintaining eligibility for 
assistance programs;

Address service delivery prob-
lems caused by the geographic
dispersion of people in need 
of program services; and

Increase access to affordable,
flexible, and quality child care.
Family-based financial incen-
tives for child care are not
effective if lack of funding 
prevents development of 
formal childcare facilities in
rural areas. 

HHeellppiinngg MMuullttiippllee-BBaarrrriieerr
FFaammiilliieess.. As TANF caseloads fall,
those families remaining on the
rolls will be increasingly character-
ized by multiple barriers to work,
including low skill levels, drug
dependence, mental health prob-
lems, and family members with dis-
abilities. States may wish to experi-
ment with intensive demonstration
programs aimed at multiple-barrier
families. They might assist such
families facing TANF work require-
ments and time limits by rewarding
postsecondary schooling and com-
munity-service activities, and offer-
ing State-financed, low-wage pub-
lic-sector jobs.

HHeellppiinngg PPeerrssiisstteennttllyy PPoooorr AArreeaass..
Not all places have benefited equal-
ly from the strong economy and
welfare reforms. Parts of the urban
core of major metropolitan areas
and rural areas in Appalachia, the
Mississippi Delta, and the Rio
Grande Valley have suffered from
persistently high levels of poverty
and unemployment. Recipients in
these areas may be more likely to
"hit the time limits" and be eco-
nomically dependent on informal
work that is not recognized by 
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welfare reform mandates. Greater
flexibility on time limits and work
requirements as well as increased
efforts to create additional job
opportunities in persistently poor
rural areas could greatly ease the
welfare-to-work transition of rural
welfare recipients.  

As we move toward reauthoriza-
tion of PRWORA in 2002, the policy
debate will focus on a variety of
critical issues, including funding
levels, time limits and sanctions,
child care, and the adequacy of 
provisions for the next economic
downturn. The research findings

summarized here provide a strong
empirical base to better understand
the effects of welfare reform and
the importance of recognizing rural
and urban diversity in welfare 
policy design. 
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T  The national dialogue
surrounding the
Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWO-
RA) has increased awareness of the
role that local labor markets can
play in moving people out of pover-
ty. Welfare reform can only be suc-
cessful in its long-term goals when
local labor markets generate a suffi-
cient number of good jobs. The
implications of this heightened
awareness are particularly impor-
tant in nonmetro America, where
the share of workers in the low-
wage, low-skill labor market is well
above the national average, and
where past efforts to reduce pover-
ty often confronted deep-rooted
social and economic obstacles.

Recent nonmetro economic
trends suggest that solutions will
not be easy. Despite a decade of
steady economic expansion, non-
metro labor market outcomes-job
growth, earnings, and wage pro-
gression among them-typically fall
below the national average. Non-
metro and metro earnings, in par-
ticular, show no signs of conver-
gence. On average, it remains
slightly harder to get a job, and

harder to get a higher-wage job, in
a nonmetro community. For
instance, only 28 percent of non-
metro wage and salary workers
earn more than the national weekly
average, compared to 40 percent of
metro workers.

The challenge of welfare reform
is compounded in two ways. First,
the populations most likely to need
public assistance fare worse in non-
metro labor markets than does the
average worker. Second, labor mar-
ket conditions in nonmetro areas as
a whole fail to convey the localized
economic distress experienced in
subregions scattered across non-
metro America. High rates of
unemployment and a large share of
low wages continue to challenge
many nonmetro counties even in
this time of general prosperity.
Their geographic isolation and his-
torically underdeveloped capital
and human resources make them
distinct from pockets of metro dis-
tress and call for similarly distinc-
tive approaches to ensuring the
economic success of working 
families.

Nonmetro Areas Prospered in the
1990s, But Remain a Step Behind
Metro Areas

The steady expansion of the
U.S. economy in the 1990s created
highly favorable conditions for
moving recipients of Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) into the labor force.
Nonmetro employment grew
steadily each year since the end of
the 1990-91 recession, outpacing
metro growth for the first few
years, and showing an impressive
2.8 percent gain between 1993 
and 1994 (fig. 1). 

Although nonmetro employ-
ment growth slowed after 1995, it
remained robust enough at the end
of 2000 to maintain downward
pressure on unemployment.
Nonmetro unemployment rates
have closely tracked the national
decline since 1992, and in 2000
dipped to their lowest level in 30
years, at 4.4 percent (fig. 2). The
historical disparity with metro
unemployment rates persisted, but
by a half point. Nonmetro job seek-
ers overall have therefore found
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Nonmetro Labor Markets 
in the Era of Welfare Reform

Despite the economic prosperity of the last decade, nonmetro job
growth, earnings, and wage progression seem destined to remain a
step behind labor market outcomes in metro areas, often hindering
efforts under welfare reform to move recipients into successful
employment. The challenge is sometimes more difficult than an over-
all assessment of nonmetro areas would suggest. First, the demo-
graphic subgroups most in need of public assistance tend to have less
education and lower earnings, and to experience higher unemploy-
ment, than average. Second, welfare recipients tend to be concentrat-
ed in nonmetro areas marked by chronic economic distress, which
both contributes to, and reinforces, the need for public assistance. 

Robert Gibbs

Robert Gibbs is a regional economist in the Food
and Rural Economy Division, 
Economic Research Service.



work more easily in the past few
years than in preceding decades.
Moreover, the metro-nonmetro gap
in job availability is small com-
pared with previous decades. 

But if jobs are relatively easy to
find in nonmetro areas, higher-
wage jobs are less so. Average
weekly earnings for wage and
salary nonmetro workers (those
who live in nonmetro areas) were
20 percent lower than earnings for
metro workers in 1999.  The dis-
parity has proven relatively imper-
vious to economic or demographic
change, remaining within a narrow
range for several decades despite
improvement in other indicators of
well-being.

Economists have noted the
generally moderate upswing in
earnings during the 1990s expan-
sion. Statistics drawn from the
Current Population Survey indicate
a 10-percent gain in average weekly
earnings between 1990 and 1999,
after adjusting for inflation, for
both nonmetro and metro workers.
While parity in metro-nonmetro
earnings growth is good news, it
also reinforces the inability of non-

metro workers to catch up with
metro workers. A portion of the gap
is probably explained by lower
costs of living in nonmetro areas. A
recent study, however, found that
cost-of-living differences should
account for no more than half of
the nominal earnings gap (Nord).

From the standpoint of welfare
recipients, the pay associated with
jobs at the lower end of the earn-
ings distribution, rather than aver-
age earnings, is the key measure of
an economy's ability to generate
sustainable employment. The distri-
bution of jobs in nonmetro labor
markets is weighted toward low-
wage employment-defined as work
that, if performed full-time full-
year, would yield earnings below
the weighted average poverty level
for a family of four ($16,655 in
1999).

In 1979, 24 percent of the non-
metro workforce held low-wage
jobs (fig. 3), and the proportion
climbed to nearly one-third by the
mid-1980s, largely reflecting wage
declines among less-educated
workers. Only in the last few years
has low-wage employment fallen
back to a level similar to its position
in the late1970s. Low-wage work in
metro labor markets experienced a
similar rise and fall over time, but
always at a lower share of total
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Note:  The value for each year represents the change from the previous year.
Source:  Local Area Unemployment Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Figure 1
Annual employment change, 1991-2000
Nonmetro employment growth slowed after 1995
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Figure 2
Annual unemployment rates, 1990-2000
Nonmetro unemployment rates track national rates, but are slightly higher
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employment than in nonmetro
areas-the metro rate stood at just
under 18 percent in 2000. 

Nonmetro Labor Disadvantages
Rooted in Jobs Requiring Less
Education

The differences in nonmetro
and metro labor market outcomes
are rooted in inherent differences
in population density and econom-
ic base. Relatively sparse settlement
was an essential feature of econo-
mies dependent on resource extrac-
tion, especially farming and min-
ing. Although employment in these
industries often entailed mastering
a complex set of skills, it rarely
required much formal education.
The resulting gap in metro and
nonmetro education levels has 
narrowed in recent decades, but
remains a key difference in metro-
nonmetro labor force characteristics.

Extractive industries haven't
provided the majority of nonmetro
jobs for many decades now. Yet
they bequeathed pools of workers
with limited education to the man-

ufacturing and service industries
that followed. The manufacturing
firms that became the mainstay of
many local nonmetro economies in
the 20th century were, in fact, often
attracted, especially in the South,
by this very abundance of cheap
and plentiful labor. 

In the mid-1970s, manufactur-
ing employed about one-fifth of
both the nonmetro and metro labor
forces. In contrast to the precipitous
decline in metro manufacturing
employment since the recessions of
the early 1980s, nonmetro manu-
facturing has declined gradually. As
a result, 16 percent of the non-
metro labor force remained in
manufacturing by 1998, versus just
11 percent in metro areas. None-
theless, the service sector has
increasingly dominated nonmetro
employment. Services are now 
the source of slightly over half of
nonmetro jobs (and two-thirds of
metro jobs).

The transition to service indus-
tries coincided with some conver-
gence in nonmetro and metro edu-
cational attainment. In 1999, the
share of adults age 25 and older
without a high school diploma, for
example, was only a few percent-
age points higher in nonmetro than
in metro areas (fig. 4). College grad-
uates, however, remain highly con-
centrated in cities, a reflection, in
part, of nonmetro-metro differ-
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Figure 3
Share of workers age 25 and older earning low wages, 1979-2000
The rate of nonmetro low-wage employment is consistently higher than metro
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Figure 4
Educational attainment of adults age 25 and older, 1999
Nonmetro adults are less likely to have a college degree
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Source:  1999 Current Population Survey.
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ences in skill and education re-
quirements of jobs within indus-
tries. The continuing gap in non-
metro and metro education levels,
therefore, is not likely to be easily
closed by industrial change. Rather,
as new types of economic activity
replace old ones, firms continue to
base their location decisions largely
on the existing stock of human
resources, thereby reinforcing both
low nonmetro education levels and
a low-wage job market. 

Nonmetro Expansion Is Broad-
Based, But Large Differences
Among Workers Remain

Unlike the economic expansion
of the 1980s, the dividends of the
current expansion have been more
widely shared by workers across
the range of education and earn-
ings. Unemployment rates have fall-
en to 30-year lows for nearly all
major demographic groups,
whether defined by age, sex, race,
or education. Weekly earnings for
racial minorities, for women, and
for less-educated workers-the
groups most likely to encompass
those affected by PRWORA-have
risen as fast as, or faster than, the
average for all workers.

Even so, labor market dispari-
ties within the nonmetro workforce
have, for the most part, continued
rather than abated over the past
decade. Hence, job availability and
wage offers faced by nonmetro wel-
fare recipients cannot be evaluated
solely on the basis of average non-
metro conditions. Consider, for
example, how unemployment,
earnings, and career progression
differ from the average for groups
most likely to need public 
assistance.

Unemployment
Because unemployment rates in

nonmetro labor markets are only
marginally higher than in metro
areas, some conclude that non-
metro welfare recipients will have
about the same difficulty finding a
job as metro recipients, and per-
haps have less difficulty than those
in central cities where welfare use
is concentrated. In the context of
welfare reform, this measure of
nonmetro job availability is mis-
leading, because the likelihood of
being unemployed varies according
to a person's demographic charac-
teristics, such as race and educa-
tional attainment (table 1). 

Unemployment rates are higher
for the less educated and for racial
and ethnic minorities, but only
slightly higher for non-Hispanic
women. Unemployment rates for
nonmetro Black men and women
with at most a high school diploma
are at or near 10 percent, more

than twice the rate of similarly edu-
cated Whites. Aggregate unemploy-
ment rates, therefore, may not
reflect the difficulty many job seek-
ers on (or leaving) welfare are fac-
ing, since they are disproportion-
ately non-White and less educated
than average. 

Earnings
Within the past decade, earn-

ings for nonmetro and metro wage
and salary workers without a high
school diploma nearly converged in
nominal dollars, and probably have
converged in purchasing power.
This suggests that many nonmetro
welfare recipients without a diplo-
ma should expect to earn as much
as metro recipients. Again, this con-
clusion is only partly right, since
average weekly earnings for non-
metro women, especially minority
women, fall below both the overall
nonmetro average and the metro
averages for women and minorities,
with the exception of metro
Hispanic women (table 2).

More important, less educated
women can expect to earn less
than the four-person poverty
threshold ($16,655 in 1999).
Nonmetro women without high
school diplomas can expect to earn
$257 per week on average, or
$13,364 annually, 22 percent below
the four-person poverty threshold.
Nonmetro Black women earn  $241
per week, 26 percent below the
threshold. Even this measure over-
states likely earnings over time
because many women moving from
welfare to employment work part-
time and usually do not hold a job
52 weeks out of the year.
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Table 1 
Nonmetro unemployment rates by 
selected characteristics, 19991

Unemployment rates for minority 
women are at least twice the overall 
nonmetro rate

High
school

graduate
Group All or less

Percent

All 3.9 5.0
White 3.2 4.1
Black 8.6 9.7
Hispanic 5.9 6.4

Women 4.1 5.5
White 3.4 4.6
Black 9.0 10.0
Hispanic 7.3 8.0

1Age 20 and over.
Source:  Current Population Survey.



Career Progression

One of the aims of PRWORA
was to promote financial indepen-
dence among welfare recipients
through work. The need for auxil-
iary supports became clearer as
PRWORA was implemented by
States and localities in 1997.
Implicit in the provision of public
assistance for child care, transporta-
tion, and employment counseling,
for example, is the assumption that
recipients who go to work will gain
skills in entry-level jobs and eventu-
ally leverage these acquired skills
for better pay in other positions or
with other employers. Yet, how
likely is it that nonmetro workers
with limited education can move
into better-paying jobs?

To answer this question, it
should first be noted that the four-
person poverty threshold, which
translates into slightly more than
$8 an hour on a full-time basis in
1999, is not necessarily adequate
for full financial independence
even in low-cost areas. Social scien-
tists have devised a number of
alternative sustainability thresholds,
sometimes based on Federal pover-
ty levels, but often on price and
budget surveys that are used to esti-
mate directly the income required
to maintain a basic standard of liv-
ing in specific labor market areas.

Recent studies that employ the
latter method place sustainable
wages in the $9-$20 per hour range
depending on family size, with the

exception of very large cities
(Zimmerman and Garkovich,
Bernstein et al.). Kusmin and Gibbs
determined that about 20 percent
of all nonmetro workers without
college experience earned at least
$12 per hour in 1996, a figure that
falls within the sustainable wage
threshold in the nonmetro litera-
ture. However, only 14 percent of
the jobs held by similarly situated
women paid as well. 

These numbers may not indi-
cate the wage prospects of those
required to work under PRWORA,
many of whom will be entering the
labor force with minimal formal
work experience. An alternative
approach calculates the share of
low-skill jobs-those requiring limit-
ed formal education and most like-
ly to be held by new entrants-in
occupations that typically pay at
least $12 an hour (table 3). Nearly
two-thirds of all nonmetro jobs
were in low-skill occupations in
1996, compared with 56 percent of
metro jobs. The share of employ-
ment requiring limited skills among
predominantly women-held occu-
pations is lower, particularly in
nonmetro areas. Only a small share
of these low-skill jobs pay well. For
low-skill nonmetro occupations
held predominantly by women, the
share of jobs that pay well is just 2
percent, suggesting that wage pro-
gression and sustainable earnings
will be difficult to achieve for most
welfare recipients entering the
labor force. 

Nonmetro Areas With Large
Welfare Caseloads Often Marked
by High Unemployment

A second shortcoming of focus-
ing on the overall performance of
labor markets in nonmetro America
is that it is easy to overlook the
enormous range of economic activ-
ity and human resources within
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Table 2
Average weekly earnings by education and demographic group, 1999
Nonmetro women without a high school diploma typically earn less than the four-person
poverty threshold

Less than
High high school

school Less than as a percent of
Group All graduate high school poverty threshold

1999 dollars Percent
Nonmetro:
All 513 459 364 1.11

White 532 472 384 1.17
Black 390 374 295 0.90
Hispanic 405 417 338 1.03

Women 407 345 257 0.78
White 418 351 262 0.80
Black 338 303 241 0.74
Hispanic 327 320 254 0.78

Metro:
All 645 507 364 1.11
White 696 532 411 1.25
Black 519 441 330 1.01
Hispanic 467 448 333 1.02

Women 521 403 279 0.85
White 547 412 301 0.92
Black 473 383 278 0.85
Hispanic 398 370 256 0.78

Note:  "White" and "Black" categories exclude Hispanics.
Source:  Current Population Survey.



nonmetro areas. Descriptions of the
typically disadvantaged nonmetro
area often do not apply to the
many counties experiencing
spillover growth from nearby metro
areas, or to counties where popula-
tion and economic growth explod-
ed in the 1990s due to the lure of
natural amenities. These nonmetro
areas have their own sets of prob-
lems, but large caseloads of welfare
recipients seeking employment is
rarely one of them. 

Local concentrations of recipi-
ents are often found in areas with
chronic economic distress, a logical
association since poor economic
conditions can contribute to the
need for public assistance. Many
local areas characterized by chronic
distress show improvement during
periods of national economic
growth, as they have in the current
expansion, but the core pockets of
distress are remarkably persistent
over time. Not all measures of 
economic distress, however, are

geographically tied to public assis-
tance use.

Unemployment rates, which
vary widely across counties, are
closely associated with local need
for public assistance. In 1999, 325
U.S. counties, nearly all of them
nonmetro, had unemployment
rates over twice the national aver-
age of 4 percent. In fact, one-fourth
of all nonmetro counties had
unemployment rates above 6.5 per-
cent. These high-unemployment
nonmetro counties are marked by
little or no urbanization, remote-
ness from metro areas, very low
education levels, and a large share
of minority residents. Because
many of the same characteristics
are associated with persistent
poverty and consistently high use
of welfare programs, many counties
where the need for jobs is greatest
owing to welfare reform are also
counties with low job availability
(fig. 5). 

Although counties with a high
share of low-wage employment
have some of the same characteris-
tics as high-unemployment coun-
ties-remoteness and low popula-
tion-they do not significantly over-
lap counties with high welfare use.
The USDA's Economic Research
Service defined such a set of low-
wage counties based on the per-
centage of employment in indus-
tries with average earnings below
the four-person poverty threshold
in 1995. Low-wage counties and
high AFDC-use counties are most
likely to overlap in the lower
Mississippi Delta and in scattered
areas with large minority popula-
tions in Georgia, Texas, New
Mexico, and South Dakota (fig. 6).
Low-wage counties with the lowest
rates of welfare use are located in
the Great Plains, where low-wage
workers are less likely to be the
family's sole wage earner and
where outmigration is a more 
common alternative to economic
deprivation than in other regions
(Gibbs and Cromartie). 

Nonmetro Areas Often Place
Workers in "Double Jeopardy"

Nonmetro labor markets can
enable or impede the goals of wel-
fare reform through the interaction
of various economic, demographic,
and locational characteristics.
Nonmetro areas as a whole have a
slight disadvantage in job availabili-
ty, but a significant disadvantage in
well-paying jobs. However, non-
metro employment and earnings
prospects are generally lower for
the demographic groups most likely
to be making the welfare-to-work
transition. In addition, the non-
metro labor markets facing the
greatest challenges place job seek-
ers in "double jeopardy"-that is, a
relatively large pool of such work-
ers combined with a distressed

16

Volume 16, Issue 3/Fall 2001RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Table 3  
Share of  employment in low-skill, limited-training, and "good" jobs among
workers without college experience by metro status, 1996
Few nonmetro jobs held mostly by women without college pay more than $12 per hour

Low-skill Limited- Good jobs Good jobs
jobs as training jobs as share of as share of

share of as share of all low- all limited-
Group all jobs all jobs skill jobs training jobs

Percent
Nonmetro:

All 65.5 36.6 23.2 13.4
Predominantly 

women 58.5 42.0 2.0 2.0

Metro:
All 55.8 33.0 23.2 11.9
Predominantly 

women 54.2 40.2 3.5 2.9

Notes: "Good" jobs are those in occupations with average earnings above $12/hour for workers
with no college. "Low-skill" jobs are those requiring on-the-job training only to become proficient.
"Limited-training" jobs are those requiring no more than 90 days of on-the-job training to become
proficient.

Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics.



local economy, marked especially
by high unemployment rates. 

This double jeopardy can be
measured by comparing local labor
market conditions across varying
levels of welfare use (in this case,
Aid to Families with Dependent
Children). Data from 1996, the year
PRWORA was legislated, are used in
order to determine the net effects
of welfare reform on the size of
local caseloads. The patterns of
high unemployment and low-wage

employment with AFDC use are
also evident here (table 4). The first,
or top, quartile of nonmetro coun-
ties defined by the share of families
using AFDC (6.21 percent or more
of families in a county) experienced
the highest unemployment rates on
average. They also have the largest
share of "high unemployment"
counties (62.4 percent)-9 times the
share in the lowest AFDC-use quar-
tile (6.9 percent). In addition the
first quartile have a larger share of

less-educated adults than other
counties. 

However, high AFDC-use coun-
ties are no more likely to be low-
wage counties than those in lower
quartiles of AFDC use. From an
economist's point of view, the weak
association between wages and
welfare use confounds expecta-
tions, since higher wages should
both increase the opportunity costs
of not working and the chances
that a job pays a sustainable wage.
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Note:  "High" refers to the top 25 percent of counties ranked by unemployment rate and estimated share of families receiving AFDC in 1996.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. Department of Commerce.

Figure 5
High unemployment rates and AFDC use, 1996
Over 60 percent of nonmetro counties with high AFDC use in 1996 had high unemployment rates
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This apparent paradox emerges,
however, because the share of jobs
paying low wages, even in high-
wage counties, is typically much
larger than the share of families
using welfare. Since welfare recipi-
ents must often accept the least-
skilled, lowest-paying jobs, high-
wage counties are unlikely to offer
these families jobs with significant-
ly higher pay than do low-wage
counties. 

Nonmetro Labor Markets Still Face
Welfare Reform Challenges

Nonmetro America as a whole
in the 1990s saw employment and
earnings gains in line with national
trends. In fact, nonmetro labor
markets may be better positioned
for welfare reform than often
assumed for a number of reasons.
Metro and nonmetro industrial
compositions are becoming more
alike; aggregate nonmetro unem-
ployment rates have remained at or
slightly above metro rates; earnings

for nonmetro high school dropouts
are as high as those for metro
dropouts; and the share of good-
paying jobs among low-skill occu-
pations is not substantially different
in nonmetro and metro areas. 

However, nonmetro labor mar-
kets also face welfare reform chal-
lenges. Many nonmetro counties
still have high unemployment rates,
and a high proportion of those
entered the PRWORA era with large
welfare caseloads. Furthermore, the
nonmetro-metro earnings gap is a
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Note:  "High" refers to the top 25 percent of counties ranked by unemployment rate and estimated share of families receiving AFDC in 1996.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. Department of Commerce.

Figure 6
Low-wage employment and high AFDC use, 1996
Relatively few nonmetro counties with high AFDC use are among the lowest-paying

 Low wages and AFDC use

 High AFDC use only

 Low wages only

 Other nonmetro

 Metro



conservative indicator of the chal-
lenge faced by nonmetro labor
markets to provide sustainable
earnings. The average earnings of
nonmetro women and minorities
fall well below the nonmetro aver-
age, and for those without a high
school diploma, annual earnings
from a full-time, full-year job are
usually below the four-person
poverty threshold. In addition,
although the rates of higher-wage
jobs ($12 per hour or more) among
low-skill occupations in nonmetro
and metro areas are similar, both
are extremely low for occupations
held predominantly by women.
Their limited opportunities to move
up the job ladder without addition-
al education is a critical stumbling
block for welfare reform efforts.

Thus, strategies that would help
ensure the success of families at
the lower end of the income distri-
bution are linked to strategies that
address the larger economic devel-
opment needs of nonmetro

America. Yet the historical course
of nonmetro development has left
many areas with a dwindling num-
ber of options. Nonmetro labor
markets continue to be distin-
guished from metro markets by
lower levels of human capital and a
larger share of employment in low-
wage industries. The small popula-
tions and low densities that typify
nonmetro labor markets reinforce
these characteristics and discourage
prospective employers or expan-
sions. Rapid spatial diffusion of
new information and communica-
tions technologies can mitigate, but
not negate, the need for a substan-
tial onsite pool of skilled labor. Nor
can it fully counter the lack of
physical infrastructure and services
in nonmetro areas and associated
higher per-unit provision costs.

Low-education, high-poverty
counties, in particular, have become
less attractive to prospective
employers. In the nonmetro South,
for instance, manufacturers are

now eschewing traditional low-
wage, low-skill areas in favor of
places with a better educated-and
presumably more trainable-work-
force (McGranahan, 2000). Without
substantial investments in human
capital development, low-wage,
low-skill workers in these counties
face one or more scenarios: the
lack of jobs will cause wages to fall
further; job seekers will search else-
where for better prospects, either
through commuting or migration;
or job seekers will retreat from the
formal labor market altogether.

With a few significant excep-
tions, Federal industrial and
employment policies assume the
primacy of market forces in deter-
mining the location of economic
activities. Although States more
actively encourage the location of
large plants within their borders,
they play a minor role in aggregate
employment changes over time. For
the foreseeable future, many non-
metro areas-especially those out-
side easy commuting distance to
metro centers and without abun-
dant natural amenities-will contin-
ue to face the challenge of a rural
economy no longer dependent on
extraction, armed with a very limit-
ed number of viable economic
strategies. 

What do these gradual changes,
particularly the transition from
manufacturing to services, mean
for disadvantaged workers? Often
the benefits of change are small, or
are countered by larger negative
forces. The slow decline in manu-
facturing employment is closing the
historical avenues that led to sus-
tained earnings and stable employ-
ment for many of these workers.
The poverty rate of full-time manu-
facturing workers without a high
school diploma is one-third that of
other less educated, full-time work-
ers. Employment declines have
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Table 4
Selected nonmetro county unemployment, low-wage, and education 
characteristics by AFDC use, 1996
High rates of AFDC use are linked to high unemployment and low education

Share of families using AFDC in 1996

First Second Third Fourth
Characteristic quartile quartile quartile quartile

Percent

Average unemployment rate 7.9 5.9 5.0 3.9
Counties with high unemployment 62.4 32.4 19.7 6.9
“Low-wage” counties 18.6 16.2 18.5 27.3

Adults 25 and older without a 
high school diploma 39.8 33.6 29.8 26.7

Adults 25 and older with less
than 1 year of college 71.9 68.7 66.1 63.2

Sources and notes: Unemployment rates are 1999 rates from the Local Area Unemployment
Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). "High" unemployment exceeds 6.5 percent in 1999, or the
top quartile (25 percent) of counties. "Low-wage" counties are identified as the bottom quintile (20
percent) of nonmetro counties ranked by share of workers employed in industries paying average
wages below the four-person poverty threshold, according to 1995 county earnings data from BLS.
Education statistics are drawn from the 1990 Census of Population, U.S. Census Bureau.



accelerated since the mid-1990s,
with few prospects for reversal
despite the entry of a few, high-visi-
bility manufacturers into labor mar-
ket areas accessible to nonmetro
workers.

The growth of service and retail
trade, meanwhile, is often por-
trayed as leading to an inevitable
decline in living standards among
low-wage, low-skill workers.
Service-sector earnings in non-
metro areas have fallen further
behind manufacturing wages since
the early 1980s, increasing the
chance of a long-term deterioration
in wages for workers who might
formerly have become machine
operators, but are now sales clerks
or cashiers. Nevertheless, in some
areas, service employment is the
only alternative to unemployment.
For two-earner households, particu-
larly those with young children,
service employment may provide
the means for women (and some
men) to contribute to the house-
hold's income while juggling the
dual demands of home and work-

place. Single-earner households-
those most likely to be affected by
welfare reform-are more likely to
find themselves performing the
same juggling act but facing greater
economic hardship as a result of
the transformation of local econo-
mies from manufacturing- to 
service-based. 

The rise of the service sector is
a boon for women's labor force
participation because many ser-
vice-related jobs are more likely to
be part-time or seasonal and allow
women to integrate formal market
activity into the demands of main-
taining a household and rearing
children. Yet this flexibility is a
double-edged sword given that
part-time employment is often
involuntary and can include fewer
nonwage benefits than full-time
work. In nonmetro areas, women
are relatively concentrated in retail
trade, which has the lowest average
pay of any major industry.

For these workers, policies that
encourage job training and addi-
tional education are critical to 

reducing long-term supply-and-
demand mismatches in low-wage
labor markets. Because most of
these workers are women or
minorities, or both, it is equally
important to ensure that their tal-
ents and skills are fully used, and
that past occupational channeling
that locked workers into low-wage
jobs is avoided. 

Low-skill jobs will continue to
be a significant part of the econo-
my in almost all local labor market
areas, nonmetro and metro, for
many years. For the workers who
participate in these markets, a safe-
ty net of work supports, wage
floors, and assistance during
employment transitions-especially
during inevitable economic down-
turns-will remain a key component
of any set of policies aimed at
improving the well-being of the dis-
advantaged and the marginalized in
rural America.  
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 IIn the 1990s, the U.S.
embarked on a series of
social policies aimed at
moving low-income fami-

lies off welfare rolls into employ-
ment and supplementing the earn-
ings of working, low-income fami-
lies. The most controversial of these
reforms took place in August 1996,
when the Congress replaced the
Nation's largest means-tested cash
assistance program, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC),
with a new time-limited program,
Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF). Unlike AFDC, TANF
provides benefits for a maximum of
5 years and imposes strict require-
ments to work.  Other important
policy changes included a major
expansion of the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC), substantial
increases in childcare benefits, and
tighter enforcement of paternity

and child support rules. These sig-
nificant initiatives have led to
increased penalties for not working
and increased rewards for working. 

The welfare reform legislation
was controversial, partly because of
concerns that too few jobs would
be available to employ all the wel-
fare recipients pushed into the job
market. Although the outlook for
job creation looked promising at
the national level, the worry was
that shortages of jobs as well as
transportation, childcare, and other
barriers to work would be especial-
ly severe in some communities,
including many rural areas.
Unemployment rates are higher in
rural areas than in metro areas and
the gap has widened since 1992.
Single parents eligible for welfare
appeared particularly vulnerable 
in rural areas because of the impor-
tance of access to a car and
because of the limited number 
of jobs. 

An analysis of trends during the
3 years after welfare reform can tell
us whether fears about the shortage
of accessible jobs were justified.

Did changes in the welfare system
and in other social policies lead to
more jobs for single mothers?
Were single parents in rural areas
able to do as well in the labor mar-
ket as single mothers in the rest of
the country?   

Certainly, since the passage of
the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act (PRWORA), welfare caseloads
have declined sharply, employment
of single parents is up, and child
poverty is down. The healthy state
of the U.S. economy in the late
1990s, especially the lowest unem-
ployment rates in three decades, is
at least partly responsible for these
surprisingly large caseload reduc-
tions and improvements in income
and employment. But questions
remain about whether social poli-
cies exerted an impact independent
of general prosperity and whether
the stimulus to employment
extended to rural areas.

Research findings have so far
yielded no consensus on either
issue. Some studies find  that policy
changes accounted for most of the
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gains in employment for single par-
ents, while others suggest the econ-
omy was primarily responsible.
Although some studies point to spe-
cial problems in rural areas, the evi-
dence is far from conclusive. A
common concern is that the rural
poor not only lack access to jobs;
their geographic dispersion limits
access to social services that could
help overcome barriers to finding
and retaining employment.

Employment Gains in Rural 
and Urban Areas

Single mothers increased their
employment substantially, from 64
percent to 72 percent, both in non-
metro and metro areas. Before
PROWRA (1995-96), less-educated
single mothers (those with a high
school degree or less) were
employed at a higher rate in non-
metro than in metro areas. On the
other hand, more-educated single
mothers (those with more than a
high school degree) were more like-
ly to hold jobs if they lived in metro
versus nonmetro areas. In the 3
years after PRWORA, less-educated
women in metro areas caught up
with their counterparts in non-
metro areas, even as employment
gains for the less-educated extend-
ed to nonmetro areas. Among high-
ly educated women, job growth
was as high in nonmetro areas as in
metro areas. Apparently, the obsta-
cles to employment in nonmetro
areas were not so severe as to pre-
vent women from responding to
welfare-oriented policies effectively.

Employment estimates based
on direct measures of State welfare
policies, rather than a comparison
of employment before and after
welfare reform, confirmed our
overall findings. Changes in nearly
all of the specific welfare policies
measured increased the employ-
ment of single mothers. While most

policies exerted similar effects on
employment in nonmetro and
metro areas, a few had different
effects. For example, increases in
transitional childcare benefits
increased employment less in non-
metro areas, and increases in hours
of work required increased employ-
ment more in nonmetro areas than
in metro areas (see "Data and
Methods").

TANF and Other Social Policies
Increased the Employment of
Single Mothers in Rural and 
Urban Areas

In the 3 years following TANF
(1997-99), national labor market
conditions improved and welfare
caseloads declined. The employ-
ment-population ratio (hereafter
called employment rate) in the U.S.
increased 1.4 percentage points, the
unemployment rate fell 1.2 per-
centage points, and welfare case-
loads fell 43 percent. Nonmetro
and metro areas both benefited.

However, the employment rate for
all persons (as opposed to single
women analyzed elsewhere in the
article) was lower in nonmetro
areas prior to TANF and improved
less after TANF.

All Single Mothers  
From September 1995 to July

1996 (pre-TANF), single mothers
with children under age 18 had
identical employment rates in non-
metro and metro areas. After TANF
(September 1998 to July 1999), sin-
gle mothers in nonmetro areas
increased their employment rate by
8 percentage points, from the pre-
TANF level of 64 percent to 72 per-
cent (table 1). This jump in employ-
ment is high in percentage terms
and in relation to the experiences
of other groups. To see whether
these gains came mainly from the
economy or from the social policy
changes, these employment gains
may be compared with those of
single women in the same age
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Table 1
Employment among single mothers and other single women before and after
1996 welfare reform
TANF and other social policies increased employment 7 to 9 percentage points

Nonmetro Metro

Percent employed

Single mothers:
Before welfare law: Sept. '95-July '96 63.9 63.7
After welfare law: Sept. '98-July '99 71.5 73.1
Change +7.6* +9.4*

Single women without children under age 18:
Before welfare law: Sept. '95-July '96 70.7 75.6
After welfare law: Sept. '98-July '99 71.7 76.3
Change +1.0 +0.7

Estimated policy effect +6.7* +8.7*

Note:  All averages are multiplied by 100. 
*Indicates statistically significant change.
Source:  McKernan, Lerman, Pindus, and Valente, 2000. Weighted sample of 59,604 single 

females age 19 to 45 from the Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data for 
9/95-7/96 (pre-TANF) and 9/98-7/99 (post-TANF).
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Data and Methods
The data come from monthly information drawn from the nationally representative Current Population Survey (CPS),
which interviews approximately 50,000 households each month. We extracted information on the employment sta-
tus of single women, ages 19-45 (including those who were divorced, separated, and widowed), both single mothers
and other single women, during the September 1995-July 1996 period (11 months before the August 1996 enactment
of welfare reforms) and the September 1998-July 1999 period. (We did not include 1997 because some States did not
implement TANF until the middle of 1997.)  Metro areas, as defined by the Census, are places with a core population
(such as a city of 50,000 population or more) and adjacent communities that have a high degree of social and eco-
nomic integration with the core. Those living in all other areas are classified as nonmetro residents. Within the non-
metro classification, it would have been better to distinguish between those living in isolated rural areas and those in
nonmetro areas adjacent to metro areas, but such information cannot be obtained from the public use CPS data. 

Employment is the primary variable of interest. As defined in the monthly CPS data, an individual is either employed
(if working for pay for at least 1 hour) or not employed (all other cases) during the survey week. We tabulate the
employed proportion of the population for each group in the pre-welfare reform and post-welfare reform periods.
Estimates of how changing social policies affected employment in metro and nonmetro areas relied mostly on differ-
ence estimates-comparing employment outcomes of a target group affected by social policies with employment out-
comes of a comparison group not affected. To distinguish between the roles of the strong economy versus changes in
welfare policies, the main comparisons are between single women with and without children. Single women without
children under the age of 18 serve as a comparison group because they are ineligible for welfare under both AFDC and
TANF, and so should not be affected by welfare reform. However, the economic expansion of the late 1990s certainly
improved job prospects for all workers, including single women. To the extent that single mothers experienced high-
er job growth than did single women without children, the additional employment was likely the result of changing
welfare policies. Thus, by subtracting the job gains among women without children from job gains among single
mothers, we have an estimate of the effects of welfare policies. While some may question whether single women with-
out children are a good comparison group for single females with children, the data show that these groups had sim-
ilar employment trends before PRWORA. 

Another approach, multivariate analysis based on probit equations, measures each woman's employment status while
controlling for her demographic characteristics (age, education, race, and immigrant status), the local area unemploy-
ment rate, and State welfare policies. The data on State policies come from the Urban Institute Welfare Rules Database
(WRD), which provides an account of changes in State welfare rules on a monthly basis. The rules of interest include
work requirements, sanctions, time limits, transitional benefits, and asset limits. Our analysis estimates the extent to
which these rules increased or decreased the likelihood that single women were working. 

The multivariate approach allowed us to further explore any differences in the effects of welfare policy in nonmetro
and metro areas. Specifically, we examined the potential role of metro-nonmetro differences in demographic and eco-
nomic characteristics and the effects of individual components of State welfare policies. Overall, the results were sim-
ilar to those based on comparison groups. The estimates based on the multivariate equations show social policies
increasing employment by 9 percentage points for metro single mothers and about 7 percentage points for nonmetro
single mothers. According to our regression results, single women with no children under age 18 experienced no sta-
tistically significant change in employment in metro and nonmetro areas between the pre- and post-TANF time peri-
ods. When the equation measured the social policy effects controlling for differences in the age, education, and citi-
zenship status of women as well as area unemployment rates, the results continued to show sizable positive effects of
social policies on the employment of single mothers. Moreover, there were no statistically significant differences
between the overall effects of social policies in nonmetro and metro areas.

Estimates based on direct measures of State welfare policies confirmed our overall findings (McKernan et al.). Changes
in seven of eight specific rules measuring work requirements, sanctions, time limits, transitional benefits, and asset
limits affected the employment of single mothers. For example, an increase in the hours of work required and increas-
es in months of transitional childcare benefits increased employment. As for nonmetro/metro differences in the
effects of these rules on employment, we found different effects for three of the eight rules. For example, hours of
work required increased employment more in nonmetro areas than in metro areas. 



group but without children under
age 18. The employment rate of the
welfare-ineligible (nonmetro) single
women without children was near-
ly 71 percent before TANF, a rate
much higher than the initial rate
for single mothers. However, single
women without children experi-
enced no significant increase in
jobholding in the post-TANF period.
This suggests that PRWORA and
other social policies did raise the
employment of single mothers rela-
tive to ineligible women in non-
metro areas, by nearly 7 percentage
points. 

How do these gains compare
with gains in metro areas?  Single
mothers in metro areas achieved
large and significant employment
gains (9 percentage points, or a 15-
percent increase) between the pre-
and post-TANF periods, while no
significant difference over this peri-
od occurred for the comparison
group. Thus, the net social policy
effect in metro areas remains at
nearly 9 percentage points, about 2
percentage points higher than the
nonmetro gain, but this difference
between the two areas is statistical-
ly insignificant.

Less-Educated and More-Educated
Single Mothers

The social policy impact on sin-
gle parent employment should be
greater among less-educated
women because they are more dis-
advantaged and more likely to be
on welfare than highly educated
women. On the other hand, less-
educated (low-skill) women may
have fewer ways of responding to
the PRWORA's incentives and pres-
sures to work than do medium- and
high-skill women. Additionally, the
impact of social policy on less-edu-
cated single mothers may have dif-
fered between nonmetro and metro
areas. For example, if fewer low-

skill and more high-skill jobs were
available in nonmetro areas, then
social policies should exert smaller
effects on the less-educated and
larger effects on the more-educated
in nonmetro areas. 

Table 2 shows a complex pat-
tern of results. For less-educated
(nonmetro) single mothers, employ-
ment jumped from 58 percent
before the new welfare law to 65
percent after. However, the estimat-
ed policy effect is less than 4 per-
centage points after considering the
employment gains of single women
without children. The estimated
policy effect is 8 percentage points
in metro areas. Comparing the lev-
els of employment in nonmetro
and metro areas provides an expla-
nation and some interesting results.
Surprisingly, before the new welfare
law, less-educated single mothers
were nearly 5 percentage points
more likely to work in nonmetro
areas than in metro areas (table 2).
After the new welfare law, however,
employment levels were the same

(65 percent). (More-educated non-
metro single mothers were less 
likely to be employed before and
after TANF than their metro 
counterparts.)

White, Hispanic, and Black Single
Mothers 

One might expect welfare and
other social policies to achieve less
for minority groups facing addition-
al employment barriers, such as
language or discrimination. In fact,
the gains for minorities were gener-
ally as high as for Whites, with one
important exception. TANF and
other social policies increased
employment by 6-9 percentage
points for all but the nonmetro
Hispanic group (table 3), whose
employment did not change signifi-
cantly after welfare reform. Given
the growth in Hispanic employ-
ment in metro areas, social policies
appear to have exerted a lesser
effect (nearly 8 percentage points)
on Hispanic employment in non-
metro than in metro areas,
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Table 2
Employment among less- and more-educated single mothers before and after
1996 welfare reform
TANF and other social policies increased employment 4 to 8 percentage points for less-
educated single mothers and 7 to 9 percentage points for more-educated single mothers

Education <= Education >
High School High School

Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro

Percent employed

Single mothers:
Before welfare law: Sept. '95-July '99 58.5 53.7 73.1 77.4
After welfare law: Sept. '98-July '99 65.4 64.7 81.1 84.3
Change +6.9* +10.9* +8.0* +6.9*

Estimated policy effect +3.8 +8.1* +9.3* +7.4*

Note:  All averages are multiplied by 100. 
*Indicates statistically significant change.
Source:  McKernan, Lerman, Pindus, and Valente, 2000. Weighted sample of 59,604 single females

age 19 to 45 from the Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data for 9/95-7/96 (pre-
TANF) and 9/98-7/99 (post-TANF).



although this difference is not sta-
tistically significant. 

Why should TANF affect non-
metro Hispanics differently?  Site
visits suggest that English-language
resources are lacking in some non-
metro areas. Many Hispanics are
thus limited to entry-level service
jobs such as hotel housekeeper. If
there are fewer such jobs in non-
metro areas, there may be fewer
job opportunities for Hispanics.
This situation may be exacerbated
by the fact that nonmetro areas
have smaller Hispanic communi-
ties, which means a smaller net-
work to help find or provide
employment. 

The jump in employment
among Black single mothers—up
12 percentage points in nonmetro
areas and 11 percentage points in
metro areas—is noteworthy. After
accounting for the gains of single
Black women without children, the
social policy effect is 9 percentage
points in both nonmetro and metro
areas, especially dramatic given the

lower employment levels of single
Black mothers in the pre-TANF 
period. 

Our results indicate that TANF
increased the probability of
employment for welfare-eligible
single mothers (those with children
under age 18) by 7-9 percentage
points in nonmetro and metro
areas. This increase was shared by
less- and more-educated single
mothers, White and Black single
mothers, and Hispanic single moth-
ers in metro areas.

Conclusion 
Contrary to expectations, single

mothers were as likely to hold jobs
in nonmetro areas as in metro
areas just prior to the 1996 welfare
reforms. Additionally, in the post-
reform period, single mothers
achieved employment gains nearly
as high in nonmetro areas as in
metro areas.

Policy effects on employment
did vary by area for single parents
with and without high school

degrees. Despite the higher average
unemployment rate in nonmetro
areas, less-educated single mothers
were more likely than their metro
counterparts to have worked prior
to welfare reform. However, social
policies may have induced more
job gains among these less-educat-
ed single mothers in metro areas.
As a result, metro areas caught up
with nonmetro areas in terms of
employment levels of single moth-
ers. The picture is quite different
for more-educated single mothers,
for whom employment rates were
lower in nonmetro areas but the
gains induced by social policy
changes were similar or higher
(than in metro areas). Thus, social
policy changes narrowed the differ-
ences in employment by area for
both the less-educated and the
more-educated single mothers.

Other estimates based on
changes in concrete welfare poli-
cies—such as work requirements,
transitional childcare benefits, and
sanctions—generally confirm the
finding that the policy changes
brought about through welfare
reform raised the employment rate
of single mothers. Most of these
concrete welfare policies had simi-
lar effects in nonmetro and metro
areas. These empirical findings
contribute to a growing body of evi-
dence suggesting that the aggregate
effects of obstacles to employment
are no greater in nonmetro areas.
Nonmetro areas are becoming more
diverse, and many issues related to
low-wage service economies are
relevant for both nonmetro and
metro areas. 

Yet, how do we reconcile the
empirical findings with the conven-
tional view of very serious accessi-
bility and other problems that limit
employment in rural areas?  One
possibility is that the rural prob-
lems reflect only pockets of poverty
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Table 3
Employment among White, Hispanic, and Black single mothers before and
after 1996 welfare reform
The policy effect is similar in nonmetro and metro areas for all but the Hispanic group

White Hispanic Black

Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro

Percent employed

Single mothers:
Before welfare law: 

Sept. '95-July '96 68.0 72.5 60.1 51.6 54.5 58.3
After welfare law: 

Sept. '98-July '99 76.1 79.7 53.5 64.1 66.6 69.4
Change +8.1* +7.2* -6.6 +12.4 +12.1* +11.1*

Estimated policy effect +6.0* +6.8* +1.4 +8.9* +9.2 +9.2*

Note:  All averages are multiplied by 100. 
*Indicates statistically significant change.
Source:  McKernan, Lerman, Pindus, and Valente 2000. Weighted sample of 59,604 single females

age 19 to 45 from the Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data for 9/95-7/96 
(pre-TANF) and 9/98-7/99 (post-TANF).
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in nonmetro areas.  The pockets do
not characterize most nonmetro
areas, just as pockets of poverty in
metro areas do not define all metro
areas. 

Second, the results presented in
this article analyze only the level of
and gains in employment of single
mothers, not their absolute or rela-
tive earnings. Though women in
nonmetro areas may be as likely to
be employed, they may be more
likely to work in low paying or
part-time jobs. Future research
should examine whether single
mothers in nonmetro areas have
done as well as mothers in metro
areas in raising their earnings.

RuralAmericaRuralAmerica
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T  The passage of the
Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act

(PRWORA) of 1996 ended the
Nation's largest cash assistance 
program (Aid to Families with
Dependent Children-AFDC) and
replaced it with Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF). Welfare reform happened 
at a propitious time. The United
States began the 21st century in 
the midst of its longest economic
expansion in modern economic
history. The average unemployment
rate of 4.2 percent in 1999 was the
lowest in 30 years, while inflation
remained at just 2 percent to 3 
percent per annum. Single mothers
entered the labor force in record
numbers, and welfare caseloads
dropped by half from 1994 to 2000.
After stagnating for decades, infla-
tion-adjusted earnings also began
to rise in the late 1990s,  even
among the least educated and
skilled, and the chronic rise in
income inequality halted or even
reversed. Despite the recent down-

turn, optimism about the strong
economy has fueled public confi-
dence in America's economic
future.

Unfortunately, the national
euphoria has sometimes caused us
to forget that all people and places
have not shared in the benefits of
recent economic growth and rising
personal incomes. National statis-
tics may hide growing spatial
inequality and pockets of poverty
in an increasingly urban, bicoastal,
and high-tech U.S. economy. By
almost any standard, rural America
continues to be an economic back-
water, and it faces new challenges
in today's increasingly global and
high-tech economy. Unlike urban
America, rural America has been
buffeted by a periodically
depressed farm economy, a shift
away from extractive industries
(such as timber and mining, espe-
cially in Appalachia), and severe
competition from cheap labor over-
seas in the manufacturing sector. 

Rural problems are largely
invisible to many Americans. Most 

people reside in or around heavily
populated metropolitan cities and,
therefore, are exposed largely to
urban culture and values, urban
media and marketing, and urban
problems and politics. The appar-
ent lack of public awareness about
rural issues is reflected in the 1996
welfare bill and its goal to reduce
the welfare dependency of poor,
single mothers. It is largely a prod-
uct of an urban political and cultur-
al legislative agenda. Less well rec-
ognized is that family circum-
stances, labor market conditions,
and barriers to maternal employ-
ment (i.e., stigma, lack of adequate
child care) are decidedly different
in rural America. These differences
may undermine the success of 
welfare reform in rural America.
Indeed, how have single mothers
with children fared over the past
decade in rural America?  Have
they been largely bypassed by a
strong urban economy?  And have
single mothers and children-the
main focus of State welfare reform-
been helped or hurt economically?28
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Poverty and Welfare Among Rural
Female-Headed Families  
Before and After PRWORA

Rural poverty among female-headed families has declined since the
new welfare bill was passed in 1996.  Moreover, the income of female-
headed families has increased, while income from earnings has more
than offset declines in public assistance income. Rural single mothers
nevertheless continue to experience higher rates of poverty than their
urban counterparts, and a higher percentage are working but are still
poor.
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Rural Poverty in the Wake of
Welfare Reform

Poverty among families with
children generally rose in the late
1980s and early 1990s, peaked in
1994, and then began to decline,
reaching its lowest level in 1999
(fig. 1). This was true in both non-
metro and metro areas, using both
the official and EITC-adjusted
poverty rate (i.e., based on income
that includes the Earned Income
Tax Credit). Welfare reform has not
resulted in increases in poverty
among single-parent families with
children, as many earlier critics of
PRWORA had expected. 

Family poverty rates neverthe-
less remain higher in nonmetro
than in metro areas. But there is lit-
tle indication that the economic
well-being of rural families with
children has diverged significantly
from their metro counterparts. In
1999, the EITC-adjusted poverty
rate in nonmetro areas was slightly
more than 10 percent higher than
in metro areas. In 1994, when

poverty rates were at their peak,
the nonmetro EITC-adjusted pover-
ty rate exceeded the metro rate by
8.3 percent. 

Poverty rates among nonmetro
female-headed families have been
very high historically (well above
40 percent) and typically have
exceeded the poverty rates of mar-
ried-couple families by a factor of 4
or 5.  Recent evidence, however,
generally points to lower poverty
after welfare reform than in the
years immediately preceding
reform. The official poverty rate for
female-headed families in non-
metro areas dropped nearly 13 per-
cent between 1997 and 1999, from
48.5 percent to 42.2 percent. The
comparable decline in metro areas
was less than 7 percent. 

Whether the decline is due
mostly to welfare reform is debat-
able. Compared with the pre-TANF
period, official poverty rates also
declined after 1996 among mar-
ried-couple families, despite the
fact that such families typically are

ineligible for transfer income under
the new welfare bill.

Are Poor Families Poorer Today? 
Declines in rural poverty may

hide the fact that the rural poor
may be poorer after PRWORA than
before, or that the income of all
female heads may have declined on
average, despite reductions in
poverty. Figure 2 charts the median
income-to-poverty ratio (IPR) for all
single-mother families and for the
poor in both nonmetro and metro
areas.  The IPR has a straightfor-
ward interpretation:  It indicates
how far family income is above or
below the poverty threshold for
their size of family.  An IPR of 1.5,
for example, indicates that family
income is 1.5 times or 50 percent
above the poverty threshold. Figure
3 also shows the trend in deep
poverty, which is defined by the
percentage of all single-mother
families that are living below 50
percent of the official poverty
threshold. 

In general, the IPRs for all sin-
gle-mother families have increased
slightly since the mid-1990s, both
in nonmetro and metro areas (fig.
2). For example, in 1994, rural
female heads had family incomes
that were 1.29 times the poverty
threshold, compared with 1.52 in
metro areas. This means that the
average income of female heads
was 29 percent higher than the
poverty income threshold. By 1999,
the income-to-poverty ratio had
climbed to 1.45 in nonmetro areas
and 1.80 in metro areas. If we
adjust for the EITC, these figures
increase slightly to 1.55 and 1.88.
Although rural female heads are
worse off than their metro counter-
parts, they nevertheless have more
income after TANF than before. 
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Note:  Official poverty rate adjusted for earned income credit; not available 1989-91.
Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.

Figure 1
Poverty (adjusted and unadjusted) by year and residence, 1989-99
There is no evidence of divergence in metro and nonmetro poverty rates after PRWORA
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The economic situation is less
positive for poor single mothers.
The average IPR of  poor, single,
female heads showed no improve-
ment, remaining at roughly 0.50
throughout 1989-1999. This also
means that poor, female-headed
families fell further behind the
average female-headed family
income over the decade; that is,
inequality increased among female-
headed families. At the same time,
the rate of deep poverty declined,
from 26.9 percent in 1989 to 19.2
percent in 1999 among nonmetro
female heads, and from 23.3 per-
cent to 18.9 percent among metro
female heads (fig. 3).  Because most
deeply impoverished female heads
are not employed, any adjustments
for EITC have little or no effect on
our estimates. 

Rural Female-Headed Families Are
Less Dependent on Welfare

Changes in the economic cir-
cumstances of female-headed fami-
lies reflect shifts in the mix of
income from work and public assis-
tance. The share of poor, female
heads with earnings rose sharply in
nonmetro areas after the mid-
1990s, and especially after PRWO-
RA.  In 1996, 59 percent had at
least some earnings, while more
than 70 percent reported earnings
by 1999.  Moreover, their average
real earnings increased from
$3,835 in 1989 to $6,131 in 1999.
Clearly, the welfare bill has moved
many poor mothers into the labor
force. 

Correspondingly, the percentage
of poor, nonmetro female heads
who receive public assistance
declined from 65 percent in 1989
to 40.5 percent in 1999, as did the
real dollar value of welfare income
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Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.

Figure 2
Income-to-poverty ratios for female-headed families with children 
by residence, 1989-99
Income grew among all female household heads after PRWORA but stagnated among 
the poor
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Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.

Figure 3
Percent of female-headed families with children in deep poverty by 
residence, 1989-99
There was little difference in deep poverty between metro and nonmetro areas after 1998
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(from $4,092 to $3,216 between
1989 and 1999). Food stamp receipt
among this group also declined,
from 73.3 percent in 1989 to 57.3
percent in 1999, although the
median dollar value of food stamp
receipt inched upward. So, many of
these women remain poor because
any gains from work have been off-
set by losses from public assistance
income. 

The impact of welfare reform is
evident in that earnings represent
an increasing share of family
income, while the share from wel-
fare income has declined (fig. 4).
For poor, female-headed families
with children, earnings accounted
for 34.9 percent of family income
in 1989, while public assistance
income represented 45 percent of
income. Ten years later, earnings

provided a much larger share of
family income (54.1 percent) than
did public assistance income (30.5
percent). Clearly, poor, single moth-
ers living in rural areas are now less
likely to be dependent on welfare
income than they were before
PRWORA. 

Does Public Assistance Income
Help Reduce Poverty?

To what extent has public assis-
tance income, both before and after
TANF, improved the economic well-
being of female family heads?
Among those whose total family
income without public assistance
(which includes AFDC or TANF and
other cash assistance for the poor)
is below the official poverty thresh-
old, we calculate in table 1 the per-
centage whose total family income

is above that threshold when
adding public assistance back in
(column 1). In a similar way, we
also calculate the ameliorative
effects of public assistance income
on deep poverty (column 2). That
is, for families with incomes below
one-half the official poverty thresh-
old when welfare income is exclud-
ed, we calculate the percentage that
rise above the deep-poverty line
when welfare income is restored.
Finally, we estimate the percentage
of the pre-welfare poverty gap (i.e.,
the difference between the poverty
threshold and pre-welfare income)
that is closed by public assistance
(column 3). This measure is restrict-
ed to those whose pre-welfare
income is less than the official
threshold, and it equals 100 percent
when post-welfare income equals
or exceeds the poverty threshold.

The time trends indicate that
the ameliorative effects of public
assistance income have not only
been modest, but may have deterio-
rated slightly since PRWORA. For
example, among nonmetro female
heads, the ameliorative effect of
public assistance on poverty grew
over much of the early 1990s,
peaking at 6.6 percent in 1996. So,
in that year, 6.6 percent of those
whose pre-welfare income was
below the official poverty income
threshold were lifted from poverty
by the receipt of welfare income.
By 1999, this ameliorative effect
had declined to 4 percent. This
finding apparently reflects the
declining percentage who receive
assistance, and continuing declines
in the amount of public assistance
received by poor, female-headed
families.

The ameliorative effects of pub-
lic assistance on poverty have until
recently been smaller in nonmetro
than metro America. The nonmetro
disadvantage is most clearly seen
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Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.

Figure 4
Income sources among poor nonmetro single female-headed families,
1989-99
After 1996, there was less reliance on welfare income, more on earnings
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with the first (poverty threshold)
and third (poverty gap) measures of
amelioration. For example, in non-
metro areas, the poverty gap mea-
sure declined by 36 percent
between 1996 and 1999, while in
metro areas the decline was 28 per-
cent. The ameliorative effects of
public assistance on deep poverty
also favored metro residents until
the late 1990s. In 1999, a larger
percentage of nonmetro than metro
female heads were brought out of
deep poverty by the receipt of pub-
lic assistance.

Our results must be interpreted
in light of significant expansion
over the last decade in the EITC. For
example, if we treat the EITC as
public assistance income, 20.6 per-
cent (rather than 4 percent) of poor
nonmetro female heads are lifted
out of poverty in 1999, and 33.1
percent (rather than 28 percent) are
no longer deeply impoverished.
The percentage of the pre-welfare
poverty gap that is closed increases
dramatically, from 17.5 percent to

47.1 percent, if EITC is treated as
public assistance. More important,
the ameliorative effects of public
assistance (including EITC)
increased substantially over the
past decade. Whereas 8.1 percent
of rural female heads were lifted
from poverty in 1992 as a result of
public assistance and EITC, 20.6
percent were helped out of poverty
in 1999. This is nearly identical to
the figure observed in metro areas
(21  percent). When TANF income is
considered along with income sup-
ports (through EITC), the improving
salutary effects on poverty are
clear.

The Working Poor in 
Rural America

Many rural female heads have
moved successfully from welfare to
work. Does employment lift them
out of poverty?  In 1999, for exam-
ple, the poverty rate among all
working female heads was 35 per-
cent, compared with 78.8 percent
among their nonworking counter-

parts in nonmetro areas (table 2).
The poverty rate among full-time,
full-year working single mothers
was still high (17.4 percent) but
substantially lower than for non-
workers and part-time workers. Not
surprisingly, the benefits from work
are even greater if we adjust
income upward for the EITC. Such
adjustments suggest that only 8.3
percent of nonmetro female heads
who worked full-time were poor in
1999. Interpreted differently, the
EITC they receive cuts the official
poverty rate in half. 

Our results also indicate that
the economic benefits from
employment have changed very lit-
tle over the 1990s in nonmetro
areas. The poverty rate among rural
employed single mothers fluctuated
between 35 and 40 percent over
1989-99. That poverty rates
remained constant among workers,
amid an overall decline in poverty,
suggests that recent declines in
poverty among all female heads
largely resulted from increasing
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Table 1
Ameliorative effects of public assistance among female-headed families, 1989-99
Public assistance lifts only a small percentage of rural female-headed families out of poverty

Nonmetro Metro

Percentage of Percentage of
Percentage of pre-welfare Percentage of Percentage of pre-welfare Percentage of

pre-welfare deeply poor pre-welfare pre-welfare deeply poor pre-welfare
poor lifted lifted above poverty gap poor lifted lifted above poverty gap

CPS year above poverty deep poverty closed above poverty deep poverty closed

1989 4.3 29.2 28.6 4.9 35.0 32.6
1990 3.6 27.4 23.3 5.4 36.6 32.6
1991 2.4 27.3 24.2 5.9 36.0 33.7
1992 4.7 30.4 24.1 3.5 33.7 30.1
1993 4.2 24.0 24.4 5.5 31.5 30.6
1994 4.4 33.4 28.9 6.4 33.9 31.8
1995 5.4 31.7 26.1 6.3 33.5 31.3
1996 6.6 35.3 27.5 7.7 35.8 31.5
1997 4.6 28.8 22.2 6.4 32.6 28.6
1998 3.9 26.3 21.0 5.7 26.2 24.0
1999 4.0 28.0 17.5 6.0 26.5 22.8

Note:  Pre-welfare poor families refer to families with incomes below the poverty threshold when public assistance income is excluded. 
Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.



labor force participation rather
than from increased remuneration
from work. At the same time, the
poverty rate among nonworkers,
although typically exceeding 80
percent, has trended downward
since welfare reform. The "truly
disadvantaged" are more likely to
be helped today-albeit only margin-
ally more so-in the currently
tougher welfare environment. 

Although some additional
analyses reveal that a larger share
of poor nonmetro than metro
female heads are working (68.6

percent of poor nonmetro vs. 62.2
percent of poor metro) and working
full-time (21.0 percent vs. 15.4 per-
cent), this does not result from
greater incentives or remuneration
from work in rural areas. In fact,
work tends to pay less in nonmetro
areas (compare columns, table 2).
For each year, poverty rates are
higher among rural working female
heads than among their urban
counterparts, although this differ-
ential has declined over the past
decade. In 1999, 35 percent of
working, rural single mothers were

poor compared with 29.2 percent
in metro areas. For full-time work-
ers, the figures were 17.4 percent
and 12.1 percent. Although the
poverty rate among working female
heads was nearly 20 percent higher
in nonmetro areas, this represents
substantial convergence since 1989
when the nonmetro poverty rate
was over 50 percent higher than
the metro rate. Declines in the
urban advantage are not altered
appreciably if we adjust income
upward for the EITC. 33
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Table 2
Official and adjusted poverty rates by work status and residence among single female-headed families, 1989-99
Rural female heads working full-time have poverty rates that are about 50 percent higher than metro female heads working full-time

Official poverty rate by work status Adjusted1 poverty rate by work status

All workers All workers

Non- Non-
CPS Total FT/FY Other workers Total FT/FY Other workers

Nonmetro

1989 40.2 17.7 66.5 89.1 na na na na
1990 36.0 13.9 63.4 87.6 na na na na
1991 37.8 15.0 63.0 89.0 na na na na
1992 37.0 16.9 58.0 88.1 34.5 14.1 55.9 88.1
1993 34.7 11.3 61.2 88.3 31.7 8.8 57.6 88.3
1994 35.4 13.0 61.0 89.5 31.5 9.6 56.5 89.5
1995 40.2 15.6 64.5 85.3 33.6 9.1 57.9 85.3
1996 33.7 13.7 55.7 85.6 26.9 6.5 49.4 85.6
1997 39.0 16.3 62.9 85.5 31.5 9.1 55.0 85.5
1998 38.1 16.9 67.6 80.1 27.8 8.6 54.6 80.1
1999 35.0 17.4 62.9 78.8 26.1 8.3 54.4 78.8

Metro

1989 26.6 8.9 55.2 87.2 na na na na
1990 24.3 8.3 47.8 85.8 na na na na
1991 27.9 7.6 56.3 86.1 na na na na
1992 29.7 10.5 56.8 89.1 26.0 7.8 51.7 89.1
1993 29.5 10.0 57.4 87.9 25.9 7.9 51.8 87.9
1994 29.3 10.7 54.0 85.9 26.4 8.4 50.2 85.9
1995 28.4 11.0 54.5 86.5 23.4 7.1 47.9 86.5
1996 27.4 12.9 51.3 83.9 20.7 6.6 43.9 83.9
1997 28.0 9.0 57.7 84.4 21.6 4.0 49.0 84.4
1998 30.6 10.8 61.2 83.3 23.2 6.2 49.6 83.3
1999 29.2 12.1 54.8 82.1 21.7 5.5 46.1 82.1

1Official poverty rate adjusted for earned income tax credit. Not available 1989-91.
Note:  Workers are defined as full-time if they work at least 35 hours per week and 50 weeks per year.
Source:  Original computations from the March Current Population Surveys, 1989-99.



Conclusion
The PRWORA of 1996 ended

the Nation's largest cash assistance
program (AFDC) for needy, single-
parent families. Indeed, rural moth-
ers-especially poor, single mothers-
face many barriers to employment
that seemed incongruent with strict
time limits on and sanctions
attached to welfare receipt. 

However, our analysis revealed
some unexpected surprises from
the period since PRWORA--trends
that provide optimism about the
state of rural America. In general,

rural mothers and their children
have not been "left behind" in the
new welfare policy and economic
environment. Recent trends in rural
poverty, earnings, and welfare
receipt have followed national pat-
terns. During the past decade, but
especially since welfare reform was
introduced nationally in 1996, 
rural poverty rates (including deep
poverty) have declined among
female-headed families, rates of
welfare receipt have dropped dra-
matically, and labor force participa-
tion has increased along with aver-

age earnings. Moreover, the income
of all rural, female-headed families
with children increased, on average,
over the past few years, and even
more if we add income from the
EITC. The early, gloomy forecasts
have not matched the empirical
record, at least not to date.

Our data nevertheless do cor-
roborate the persistent rural-urban
inequality in the lives of  single
mothers and their children. About
7.5 million poor people live in rural
areas, and rural poverty rates con-
tinue to exceed those in urban
areas. In 1999, for example, about
42 percent of rural, female-headed
families were poor, and about half
of these had incomes less than one-
half the poverty threshold. This
happened even though the share of
rural female heads who were
employed grew and continued to
exceed their urban counterparts. In
addition, rural-urban differences in
poverty occurred despite higher
average earnings among rural
female heads; median earnings of
rural women were about $6,131 in
1998, compared with $5,862
among urban women. 

More than most, rural single
mothers have played by the new
rules, seeking to balance welfare
receipt with personal responsibility
and work. The problem today for
most poor rural mothers is finding
a good job that pays a living wage.
Over one-third of working rural
female heads were in poverty in
1999, a rate higher than at any time
since the late 1980s. Increases in
poverty rates among working rural

34

Volume 16, Issue 3/Fall 2001RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Data and Definitions 
Analyses are based on pooled data from the March Current Population
Survey (CPS), 1989 through 1999. Each March demographic supplement of
CPS includes nationally representative information on the civilian, noninsti-
tutionalized population residing in approximately 60,000 housing units each
year.  The CPS classifies metro areas as one or more economically integrat-
ed counties that meet specific population size thresholds (e.g., including a
large (central) city of 50,000 or more). Nonmetro is a residual category. In
1998, the Census Bureau estimated a nonmetro population of 55 million, or
20.3 percent of the U.S. population. 

Poverty income thresholds are based on annual money income in the calen-
dar year that preceded the March CPS interview. How best to measure pover-
ty has been a topic of much debate. The official poverty income threshold
(for families of various sizes) can be criticized on a number of counts:  it mis-
calculates family economies of scale (i.e., equivalence scales); it fails to take
into account in-kind government transfers (e.g., food stamps); it does not
account for geographic variations in cost of living or consumption; it is based
on family rather than household income; and it does not adjust for taxes or
other nonconsumption expenditures, such as child support payments  How
such issues distort rural-urban comparisons is difficult to tell, although the
available evidence suggests that the cost of living is lower in rural areas, if
housing costs are adjusted. For purposes of this article, analyses are based on
the official poverty measure, which is the basis of eligibility for a number of
government programs and is available annually in the March CPS files. A
complete description of poverty measurement is provided elsewhere
(http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/01poverty.htm).



female heads occurred hand-in-
hand with the rising proportion of
poor female heads who are
employed. It also occurred despite
increases in the minimum wage
and expansions to the EITC. 

As in the past, the rural poverty
of today is reinforced by compara-
tively low and declining rates of
rural welfare receipt and the low
dollar value of welfare transfers.
Over the past 10 years, the propor-
tion of rural single mothers with
earnings from work increased dra-
matically, but has not kept pace
with the large decrease in the pro-
portion with welfare income since
PRWORA. 

Our baseline results apply to
nonmetro areas as a whole, and
may mask significant differences
across particular rural regions.
Welfare reform may work new eco-
nomic hardships among some his-
torically disadvantaged racial or
ethnic groups (e.g., Native
Americans or rural Blacks). The
next few years will be especially
telling, as the "hardest cases" and
other nonworking, welfare-depen-
dent mothers run up against time
limits for welfare receipt.
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 W Where welfare and
food stamp recipi-
ents live may
affect how case-

loads change in response to policy
initiatives or economic conditions.
For example, rural-urban differ-
ences in rates of program participa-
tion might be expected if barriers to
moving off public assistance—such
as lack of public transit, inadequate
child care, and limited access to job
training—are greater in rural coun-
ties than in urban counties.

The former open-ended welfare
program, Aid to Families with De-
pendent Children (AFDC), became a
block grant program, Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF)
in October 1996. We test for loca-
tion effects—in Mississippi and
South Carolina—on caseload
changes from the new program
using an empirical model that con-
trols for trends in the vitality of the
local (county) economy, trends in
the "opportunity costs" (minimum-
wage earnings, cash assistance, and

the Earned Income Tax Credit) to
the welfare recipient of not enter-
ing the workforce, and changes in
welfare policy. Caseload changes
appear to be sensitive both to the
strength of the State economy 
and the changing incentives
embodied in the welfare reforms 
in each State. 

Recent Caseload Trends In
Mississippi And South Carolina

Using within-State analysis
allows us to capture the effect of
local labor market conditions on
welfare and food stamp participa-
tion decisions. We found that
reducing both welfare and food
stamp participation rates is more
difficult in rural counties than in
urban counties in Mississippi and
South Carolina. Reducing caseloads
is assumed to be consistent with
anti-poverty programs aimed at
reducing the need for cash assis-
tance and food stamps by improv-
ing human capital endowments and
stimulating the demand for labor.

Mississippi Caseloads
WWeellffaarree.. AFDC/TANF caseloads

(Statewide) declined 43.8 percent
from the pre-TANF period (October
1991 - September 1996) to the post-
TANF period (October 1996 - April
1999)—53,272 cases to 31,123
cases. This decline was steady for
all three groups studied--metro
(51.6 percent), rural adjacent (43.5
percent), and rural nonadjacent
(40.6 percent). The metro share of
State caseloads dropped by almost
four percentage points. 

Consequently, the rural share of
State caseloads increased from 59
percent to 62 percent, although the
adjacent county share remained
essentially unchanged. Unemploy-
ment rates also declined over the
1990s, reflecting robust State and
national economies (fig. 1). How-
ever, there is no clear correlation
between welfare caseload changes
in Mississippi and monthly unem-
ployment rates. 

FFoooodd ssttaammppss.. Like welfare case-
loads, food stamp caseloads have
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Is There A Rural Disadvantage in
Reducing Welfare and Food Stamp
Participation in Mississippi and
South Carolina? 

Rural areas in Mississippi and South Carolina have had more difficul-
ty than urban areas in reducing both cash assistance and food stamp
program participation. These rural disadvantages might be overcome
by improvements in rural transit to link rural residents to urban jobs
and by increased child care and job training in rural counties.
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been declining in Mississippi, but at
a significantly lower rate--25 per-
cent versus 44 percent from 1991
to 1999 (fig. 2). Food stamp trends
also reveal little correlation to fluc-
tuations in unemployment rates.
Mean monthly food stamp declines
(from the pre-TANF to post-TANF
periods) were 28 percent for metro
counties, 27 percent for rural adja-
cent, and 23 percent for rural non-
adjacent counties. In contrast to
welfare cases, where the rural share
of total cases increased after wel-
fare reform, food stamp shares by
county group were  essentially
unchanged.

South Carolina Caseloads
WWeellffaarree.. Monthly average 

caseloads across all counties in
South Carolina declined 31.6 per-
cent from the pre-TANF to the post-
TANF period—47,610 cases to
32,566 cases. Caseloads in metro
counties declined 29.1 percent,
while rural counties (adjacent and
nonadjacent) had average caseload
declines of about 35 percent (fig. 3).

A majority of South Carolina
welfare caseloads are in metro
counties, while rural counties have
most of the welfare cases in
Mississippi. South Carolina trends
imply that the robustness of county
economies is correlated with post-
TANF changes in caseloads. In each
county group, the mean unemploy-
ment rate has declined since
October 1996. Welfare caseloads
moved lower in tandem with these
lower unemployment rates. In
South Carolina, the rural share of
welfare caseloads fell from 43 to 41
percent after 1996. 

FFoooodd ssttaammppss.. In contrast to the
dramatic declines in welfare case-
loads, South Carolina food stamp
caseloads remained stable even as
unemployment rates dipped in the
mid-1990s. No apparent reduction
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Mississippi AFDC/TANF caseloads by residence, 1991-99
Caseloads declined sharply across all counties
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in caseloads occurred after
TANF—especially in the rural coun-
ties (fig. 4). The mean number of
metro county food stamp caseloads
declined by only 3 percent from
the pre-TANF to the post-TANF peri-
od. In rural counties, the decline
was a mere 1 percent. Since TANF
does not end food stamp eligibility
and many of the jobs taken by for-
mer TANF recipients are in entry-
level, service-sector jobs, it is not
surprising that many former wel-
fare clients draw on food stamps to
help cover the basic cost of living. 

However, as TANF caseloads
decline, some former welfare recip-
ients fail to maintain participation
in the Food Stamp Program (FSP).
Zedlewski and Brauner find a link
between the decline in welfare
caseloads and recent reductions in
FSP participation. Comparing FSP
exit rates using the 1997 National
Survey of America's Families, they
conclude that welfare recipients
(starting in 1995) leave the FSP at
higher rates than nonwelfare 
recipients.   

Notably, rural counties in South
Carolina do not seem at a disadvan-
tage in reducing caseloads. In fact,
the State share of caseloads in rural
counties is smaller after TANF than
before. However, in most cases,
population and the associated resi-
dent labor force are growing faster
in metro counties than in rural
counties so that caseloads per capi-
ta are increasing in rural areas rela-
tive to urban areas. In the next sec-
tion, an explicit test for rural-urban
differences in welfare and food
stamp participation rates (caseloads
per capita) controls for the strength
of the county economy, opportuni-
ty costs of staying on welfare, and
the effect of TANF reforms. 
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Mississippi food stamp caseloads by residence, 1991-99
Caseloads declined moderately across all counties
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Key Determinants of 
Caseload Changes

The effect of rising "opportuni-
ty costs" on AFDC/TANF caseloads
shows that, as expected, increasing
the EITC and the minimum wage
relative to cash assistance reduces
welfare participation. These results
are statistically significant across all
models estimated for South
Carolina and Mississippi.

In both States, TANF policy
impacts on caseloads occur in con-
junction with a strong local econo-
my. While the TANF indicator vari-
able does not show a significant
effect in either State, the interaction
of TANF with the local economic
variables was important in explain-
ing caseload change. This indicates
that TANF incentives to leave wel-
fare (or not to participate in the
welfare program) are most effective
if the local economy is generating
local job opportunities. Ellwood
also finds the TANF effect to be
strongest where a robust local
economy offers more low-wage
jobs to former welfare clients. 

In South Carolina, lower unem-
ployment rates reduce caseloads,
and the effect of lower unemploy-
ment rates on caseloads is about
twice as strong after TANF than
before. Prior research by the
Council of Economic Advisors indi-
cates that employment growth
affects welfare participation deci-
sions but that there is a lag between
the labor market signal and case-
load changes. In South Carolina and
Mississippi, faster employment
growth reduces caseloads as
expected, but there is about a 3-
month lag between a stronger local
economy and caseload declines. 

Overall, faster job growth in
South Carolina reduces welfare
caseloads, and the job growth
impact on caseloads has been

Metro counties  

Nonmetro adjacent counties 

Nonmetro nonadjacent counties 

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

Figure 3
South Carolina AFDC/TANF caseloads by residence, 1990-99
Caseloads declined sharply after TANF
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stronger since TANF. However, a 
1-year lag in employment growth
may induce inmigration by low-
wage households seeking jobs, who
continue to draw welfare benefits
for a period. 

In Mississippi, both one-quarter
and four-quarter lagged job growth
reduced caseloads as expected. Like
South Carolina, faster job growth
after TANF increased the rate of
decline in welfare caseloads. The
Mississippi results indicate that
both a strong economy and the
implementation of welfare reform
have contributed to declines in 
welfare participation rates. 

Is There a Rural Disadvantage in
Reducing Welfare Caseloads?  

Model results indicate a strong
metro advantage in reducing wel-
fare participation  in both South
Carolina and Mississippi, other
things equal. Welfare caseload par-
ticipation rates are higher in non-
metro counties than metro coun-
ties, after controlling for local eco-
nomic vitality, TANF policy effects,
and the rising opportunity cost of
staying on welfare. A slightly
greater disadvantage in reducing
caseloads is apparent in rural coun-
ties not adjacent to a metro county. 

Mixed results were obtained for
the two States according to the
dominant economic base in the
county. Farm-based economies in
both South Carolina and Mississippi
had higher rates of welfare partici-
pation relative to other rural coun-
ties. In Mississippi, service-based
rural economies also had high rates
of welfare participation.  

Economic regions within each
State affect welfare participation. In
South Carolina, the I-85 growth
corridor in the northwest corner of
the State is dominated by a diverse
manufacturing sector, with BMW,
Hitachi, and Michelin providing a

40

Volume 16, Issue 3/Fall 2001RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Metro counties  

Nonmetro adjacent counties 

Nonmetro nonadjacent counties 

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

TANF  Oct. 1, 1996

Figure 4
South Carolina food stamp caseloads by residence, 1990-99
Caseloads change little after TANF
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high profile for international
investors. The region has a rapidly
expanding service sector serving a
growing population. Other regions--
with the exception of the spillover
Charlotte, North Carolina region--
have higher rates of welfare partici-
pation than the I-85 growth corri-
dor, and are part of the persistent-
poverty band across the Southeast.
Rural counties in these economic
regions will likely have the most
difficulty in reducing welfare 
caseloads. 

In Mississippi, the Jackson eco-
nomic region was used as a refer-
ence region. Three regions differed
significantly from the Jackson area.
Two regions had lower levels of
welfare participation—a corridor of
development activity paralleling an
interstate highway from Jackson to
Meridian, and an area benefiting
from rapid growth in light industry,
particularly upholstered furniture
manufacturing. A third region, 
the high-poverty region of the
Mississippi Delta, had notably high-
er numbers of welfare cases than
the Jackson base and was depen-
dent on production agriculture.
These spatial breakdowns con-
firmed that caseload participation
rates are significantly higher in
nonmetro areas, all else the same,
and farm-dependent areas face the
most difficult challenges in reduc-
ing caseloads in both States. 

Food Stamp Participation in South
Carolina and Mississippi 

Results for FSP participation in
South Carolina and Mississippi dif-
fer from the cash assistance results.
This is not surprising given the
small changes in FSP caseloads
compared with the dramatic reduc-
tions in AFDC/TANF over the
reviewed period. Higher minimum
wages and increases in the EITC in
both States tended to lower total

FSP participation. However, for
South Carolina residents receiving
food stamps without cash assis-
tance, the relationship reverses.
Possibly they view the higher mini-
mum wage and higher EITC bene-
fits, along with food stamps, as a
"work support package." As the
minimum wage and EITC increased,
fewer people entered welfare but
more signed on for the FSP.

Focusing on the South Carolina
food stamp cases, TANF has a nega-
tive, but insignificant, impact on
FSP caseloads and seems to have
only a weak effect during quarters
when employment is growing. On
the other hand, rapid employment
growth in the prior year seems to
increase current-period FSP case-
loads. This suggests that there is
inmigration to high-employment
growth counties, with added
demand for food stamps, at least
for a time. Employment growth in
the most recent quarter reduces
FSP caseloads. It may be that not
enough time has passed between
this quarterly signal of job growth
in a county and subsequent inmi-
gration of food stamp participants. 

In Mississippi, the effects of
TANF on food stamp caseloads were
considerably smaller relative to the
welfare caseload results. This is not
surprising given the eligibility link
between food stamp benefits and
income as well as other eligibility
requirements. That is, as income
levels increase, individuals can
remain eligible for some level of
benefits as long as they remain
below 130 percent of the poverty
level and meet other necessary
requirements. In contrast to South
Carolina, the effect of TANF imple-
mentation is highly significant and
negative in all the Mississippi food
stamp models, indicating that pro-
gram changes have contributed to
declining food stamp participation 

The impact of employment
growth, lagged one and four quar-
ters, on food stamps paralleled the
findings for welfare caseloads.
Results from unemployment lagged
12 months and the lagged unem-
ployment-TANF interaction terms
indicate that lower unemployment
rates reduce food stamp caseloads. 

Except for the case of the one
government-dependent county in
South Carolina, all rural counties in
both States, regardless of location
or economic base, fare worse than
metro counties in reducing the rate
of food stamp participation.
Mirroring the South Carolina wel-
fare caseload results, counties in
the economic regions outside the I-
85 manufacturing belt depend
more on the food stamp program to
supplement incomes of the work-
ing poor. Economic regions in
Mississippi also showed results sim-
ilar to the welfare caseload analy-
ses. Farm-based counties had 
higher FSP participation rates. 

Conclusion
Evidence for these two south-

ern States suggests that rural areas
will have more difficulty than
urban areas in reducing both cash
assistance and food stamp program
participation. Improved transit link-

These spatial breakdowns confirmed
that caseload participation rates 
are significantly higher in nonmetro
areas, all else the same, and farm-
dependent areas face the most 
difficult challenges in reducing 
caseloads in both States.



ing rural residents to urban job
growth may be needed to reduce
rural caseloads, in addition to more
widely available childcare, job 
training, and other assistance.

Most of the employment
growth in both Mississippi and
South Carolina has been concen-
trated in urban counties and rural
counties along the Atlantic and Gulf
coasts. The most remote rural
counties have not benefited as
much from State economic growth.
As caseloads rise in the next reces-

sion, States will have three options
under TANF rules: "cut people off
even though jobs may not be avail-
able, relax the time limits, or pro-
vide some form of subsidized work
for those that cannot get private
employment" (Ellwood, p. 193).
States like South Carolina and
Mississippi, with pockets of rural
poverty, may be hard pressed to
support low-income households if
State revenues are not growing and
the TANF block grant is fixed.

As a caveat, South Carolina and
Mississippi have few metro areas
with urban core counties that have
large concentrations of poverty and
TANF dependence. Given the evi-
dence in Smith and Woodbury that
urban core cities do worse than
suburbs or non-urban areas in 
providing jobs for low-wage labor, 
a test for caseload change between
rural areas and the urban core
would be useful and best under-
taken in States that have larger
metro areas. 
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Tests for a "Rural Disadvantage" in Caseload Change
The "rural disadvantage" hypothesis is examined using an econometric model of caseload change, for both welfare
and food stamps, along the lines of one developed by the Council of Economic Advisors (CEA), 1999. The food stamp
model is similar to the welfare caseload model for two reasons. First, across most States, there has been a strong cor-
relation between food stamp and AFDC/TANF caseload changes. Second, important changes in food stamp policy took
effect in 1997, roughly the same time as TANF (Zedlewski and Brauner). The caseload participation rate—the number
of caseloads in a county divided by the county labor force—is the dependent variable. To explain why caseload par-
ticipation rates may have changed over time, three groups of 'explanatory variables' are used in the regression model.
These include:  "opportunity cost" variables, TANF/economy variables, and region identifiers to test for rural-urban dif-
ferences in caseload participation rates, holding other factors constant.  

""OOppppoorrttuunniittyy CCoosstt"" IInnfflluueenncceess oonn CCaasseellooaadd CChhaannggee
The first opportunity cost variable, the value of the earned income tax credit (EITC), has been assigned an important
role in reducing caseloads by Ellwood. Its value increased substantially over the 1990s, encouraging welfare recipients
to join the workforce. As the value of the average maximum EITC increases, caseloads should decline because more
earned income will be lost by remaining on welfare.

The second opportunity cost variable is the monthly value of State minimum wage divided by the maximum month-
ly AFDC/TANF cash assistance benefits for a family of three. Because many former welfare clients begin work in the
low-wage segment of the labor market, changes in the minimum wage serve as a good proxy for the expected wage
income for former welfare participants who enter the labor market. By comparing this expected wage income from
working to the cash assistance forgone by leaving welfare, welfare recipients can estimate the expected net income
benefits from voluntarily leaving AFDC/TANF. However, we cannot test for the effects of varying benefits levels across
counties because nominal cash assistance benefits are approximately constant across counties. Instead, the ratio of
the minimum-wage monthly equivalent to the benefit level over time was used as one proxy for the changing oppor-
tunity cost to welfare recipients. 

TTAANNFF//EEccoonnoommyy IInnfflluueenncceess oonn CCaasseellooaadd CChhaannggee
Several welfare policy variables are constructed to test for the effect that TANF reforms have had on changes in case-
loads, holding constant opportunity costs, the strength of the county economy, and urban-rural location of the wel-
fare recipients. Tests of the effect of the TANF reforms at the county level in the two States are made using three vari-
ables. First, a simple test for a discrete change in caseloads before and after TANF is made. This discrete effect—inde-
pendent of the strength of the local economy--might arise from aspects of the TANF reforms that reflect new sanction 
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rules, time limits, and efficiencies or "cultural" reforms in how the local welfare agencies provide services to welfare
clients under TANF versus AFDC.  

Next, a second welfare policy variable tests the proposition that TANF reforms are likely to reduce caseloads only in
conjunction with a robust county economy that provides job opportunities to former welfare clients. Simply put, wel-
fare reform may provide a host of incentives to exit welfare but if no jobs are waiting, one would not expect the case-
loads to decline. As the county economy strengthens (unemployment rates fall), caseloads are expected to decline. 

The role of the local economy in caseload change is also captured in a second variable—the employment growth rate
for the county. Employment growth is a good indicator of how well the local economy is doing in generating new jobs
for welfare leavers and those that might be new entrants to the welfare program. In contrast, the unemployment rate
reflects household decisions on labor force participation and underlying population change as well as local job gen-
eration. Faster local job growth should reduce welfare caseloads—a negative parameter is expected for the employ-
ment growth variable. As before, if TANF reforms are most effective when jobs are more plentiful, then the interaction
effect between local employment growth rates and TANF should be significant and the parameter estimate should be
negative. 

RReeggiioonnss UUsseedd ttoo TTeesstt ffoorr RRuurraall-UUrrbbaann DDiiffffeerreenncceess iinn CCaasseellooaadd CChhaannggee
Several regression models are estimated to reflect alternative ways to define "rurality" using alternative dummy vari-
ables representing location effects. In the first regression, a simple indicator variable identifies counties as either
metro or nonmetro. The second regression tests for a "remote" rural disadvantage by dividing the nonmetro counties
into those adjacent and not adjacent to metro counties. Welfare participants in counties more distant from urban job
centers may have less access to jobs than welfare participants in counties near urban counties. A third regression
divides the nonmetro counties into one of four economic base groups: farm, manufacturing, government, or other
(services and nonspecialized) (Ghelfi and Parker). Positive parameters on these dummy variables would indicate that
counties in these classes are less likely to reduce welfare participation rates than are urban counties, given the same
vitality of the local economy, opportunity cost of not working, and policy regime. 

Finally, each State was divided into functional economic regions (economic areas developed in Johnson). These
regions have an urban center county and rural hinterland counties that are connected by substantial within-region
commuting. Regions with a booming urban center that offer jobs to residents of nearby rural areas are expected to
have more success in reducing rural caseloads than other regions. 
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After decreasing between
1996 and 1998, the number

of hired farmworkers increased
between 1999 and 2000. Weekly
earnings decreased in 2000 and
hired farmworkers remained one of
the occupations with the lowest
earnings and family incomes. In
2000 members of minority groups
accounted for more than 50 per-
cent of the hired farm work force
for the first time. 

The agricultural workforce con-
sists of farm operators, unpaid
workers and hired farmworkers.
Hired farmworkers (persons who do
farm work for cash wages or salary)
continue to account for 30 percent
of annual average agricultural
employment in 2000. Especially
during critical agricultural produc-
tion periods such as planting and
harvesting, hired farmworkers pro-
vide an important supply of labor
when labor demand exceeds the
capabilities of operators and their
families. Hired farmworkers include
persons who reported their primary
employment during the survey
week as farm managers (7 percent),

supervisors of farmworkers (5 per-
cent), nursery workers (4 percent),
and farmworkers engaged in planti-
ng, cultivating, and harvesting
crops or tending to livestock (84
percent). 

The Number of Hired 
Farmworkers Increases

After decreasing between 1996
and 1999, the average number of
persons, 15 years of age and older,
who reported hired farmwork as
their primary employment
increased by almost 5 percent, ris-
ing from an average of 840,000 per
week in 1999 to 878,000 in 2000,
according to data from the Current
Population Survey (CPS) microdata
earnings file. Even with this
increase in the number of hired
farmworkers, they still accounted
for less than 1 percent of all wage
and salary workers employed in the
U.S. (120,972,000 persons). How-
ever, the CPS may undercount
farmworkers, who are more likely
to live in unconventional living
quarters, and are likely to be
Hispanic or undocumented 
foreign immigrants who avoid 
enumerators. 

More Than Half of All Hired
Farmworkers Were Members of a
Minority

In 2000, about 53 percent of
the hired farmworkers were either
Hispanic (46.4 percent) or belonged
to Black and other non-Hispanic
minority groups (6.4 percent) (table
1). The percent of hired farmwork-
ers belonging to a racial/ethnic
minority group is higher than for
all other major occupation groups,
except private household services
(fig. 1). In 1990, about 39 percent
of hired farmworkers were mem-
bers of a minority, and this percent-
age grew fairly steadily over the
decade (table 2). However, the high
participation rate for minorities in
the hired farm workforce has not
occurred in all regions and estab-
lishments. For example, the hired
farm workforce in the West census
region and in crop production has
been predominately members of a
minority group, while in the
Northeast and Midwest census
regions and in livestock production
the hired farmwork forces have
been predominately white non-
Hispanics during the 1990-2000
period (table 2). 

44

Volume 16, Issue 3/Fall 2001RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Jack L. Runyan 

The Number of Hired Farmworkers
Increased in 2000 and Most Now
Come From Minority Groups

Jack L. Runyan is an agricultural economist in the
Food Safety and Rural Economy Branch, ERS.

Jack L. Runyan (jrunyan@ers.usda.gov),
202-694-5438.

Farm Labor



45

Fall 2001/Volume 16, Issue 3 RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Hired Farmworkers as a Group Are
Aging Faster Than Wage and
Salary Workers

The median age of hired farm-
workers increased by 25 percent
(from 28 to 35 years old) between
1990 and 2000 (table 3). During the
same period, the median age of
wage and salary workers increased
15 percent (from 33 to 38 years old)
(table 4). Still the median age of
hired farmworkers is significantly
less than that for all wage and
salary workers. 

In 2000, the median age of
hired farmworkers was highest in
the South  (38 years) and lowest in
the Northeast and Midwest (31
years). The median age of hired
farmworkers employed in crop pro-
duction (37 years) was higher than
the median age of hired farmwork-
ers employed in livestock produc-
tion (32 years) and other establish-
ments (34 years). 

Other Hired Farmworker
Demographics Remain Constant

The demographic characteris-
tics of hired farmworkers, other
than age and racial/ethnic composi-
tion, have shown little change since
1990 (table 3). Hired farmworkers
are more likely than wage and
salary workers to be male, Hispanic,
younger, never married, less edu-
cated, and non-U.S. citizens (tables
3 and 4). In 2000, over 80 percent
of hired farmworkers were male,
nearly 40 percent Hispanic, more
than three-fourths less than 45
years of age, and more than one-
half had not finished 12 years of
education. By contrast, over 50 per-
cent of all wage and salary workers
were males in 2000, nearly 75 per-
cent were white, two-thirds were
less than 45 years of age, and more
than half had 13 or more years of
education.

Table 1
Demographic characteristics of hired farmworkers and wage and salary 
workers, 2000
Almost all demographic characteristics of the hired farm workforce differ from those 
of all wage and salary workers

Annual averages

Hired All wage and
Characteristic farmworkers salary workers

Thousands Percent Thousands Percent

All 878 100 120,972 100
Gender:

Male 720 82.1* 62,953 52.0
Female 158 17.9* 58,019 48.0

Racial/ethnic group:
White 414 47.2* 87,648 72.4
Hispanic 408 46.4* 13,645 11.3
Black and others 56 6.4* 19,679 16.3

Age (years):
Less than 20 123 14.0* 7,590 6.3
20-24 104 12.0 12,982 10.7
25-34 204 23.2 28,352 23.4
35-44 208 23.7 32,395 26.8
45-54 127 14.5* 25,604 21.2
55 and over 111 12.6 14,049 11.6

Median age 35* 38
Marital status:

Married 483 55.0 67,654 55.9
Widowed, divorced,

or separated 72 8.3* 17,734 14.7
Never married 322 36.7* 35,584 29.4

Schooling completed:
0-4 years 117 13.4* 944 0.8
5-8 years 184 21.0* 3,356 2.7
9-11 years 186 21.2* 11,743 9.7
12 years1 226 25.7* 37,325 31.2
13 or more years 164 18.7* 67,204 55.6

Citizenship status:
U.S. citizen 563 64.1* 111,329 92.0
Not U.S. citizen 315 35.9* 9,643 8.0

Employment status:
Full-time 709 80.8 99,949 82.6
Part-time 169 19.2 21,023 17.4

1Schooling completed: 12 years means that a person received a high school diploma, GED, or
equivalent degree.

*Significantly different from wage and salary workers at the 95-percent confidence level.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Table 2
Percent of hired farmworkers belonging to a minority, 1990-2000
Hired farmworkers in the South and West, and those employed in crop production and agricultural services, are more likely to be 
members of a minority group

Annual averages                                                                       

Characteristic 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000   

Thousands

Number of workers 886 884 848 803 793 849 906 889 875 840 878

Percent

All workers 39.0 39.7 40.3 42.5 48.8 46.5 41.1 47.6 47.6 49.4 52.8
Census region:

Northeast 9.4 9.2 7.5 7.2 4.2 8.9 7.7 20.7 13.3 15.1 4.0
Midwest 6.3 5.5 5.0 1.6 3.8 5.0 3.5 4.0 4.0 7.2 7.8
South 42.4 44.2 44.8 47.2 53.0 41.0 46.4 49.6 49.9 50.1 54.2
West 65.1 64.1 67.1 68.7 74.3 77.9 66.8 71.0 71.4 74.8 78.3

Establishment:
Crop production 50.8 55.1 56.9 58.8 77.0 66.3 57.4 62.4 65.8 64.1 70.2
Livestock 
production 23.1 20.2 19.1 19.6 25.0 20.9 16.8 28.6 25.0 24.4 27.0

Other1 52.6 41.9 52.7 43.8 48.1 49.4 60.1 57.5 46.9 64.0 56.9

1Other establishments refer to agricultural services.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

*Significantly different from hired farmworkers at the 95-percent confidence level.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Figure 1
Percent of workers who belong to a minority group, by occupation, 2000
Hired farmworkers rank at the top of major occupational groups

Occupation Percent 
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Table 3
Demographic and earnings characteristics of hired farmworkers, 1990-2000
Although the number of hired farmworkers and their earnings have fluctuated, most of their demographic characteristics have 
remained stable

Annual averages

Characteristic 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000   

Thousands

Number of workers 886 884 848 803 793 849 906 889 875 840 878

Percent

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Gender:

Male 82.9 82.4 83.8 84.7 83.7 84.5 84.2 83.3 83.8 80.7 82.1
Female 17.1 17.6 16.2 15.3 16.3 15.5 15.8 16.7 16.2 19.3 17.9

Racial/ethnic group:
White 61.0 60.3 59.7 57.5 51.3 53.5 58.9 52.4 52.4 50.1 47.2
Hispanic 29.4 28.3 30.7 33.6 41.3 41.1 36.0 41.0 41.8 43.0 46.4
Black and other 9.6 11.4 9.6 8.9 7.4 5.3 5.1 6.6 5.8 6.4 6.4

Age (years):
Less than 25 31.5 25.0 24.7 27.2 28.0 30.1 27.9 30.7 28.4 30.4 26.0
25-44 47.6 51.6 52.6 51.1 48.8 44.2 46.0 45.6 46.7 44.0 46.9
45-59 14.4 15.1 16.3 16.2 17.2 18.2 19.1 17.1 17.8 18.8 19.6
60 and older 6.5 8.3 6.4 5.5 6.0 7.5 7.0 6.6 7.1 6.8 7.5
Median age 28 30 30 29 32 32 34 33 33 33 35

Marital status:
Married 53.3 53.4 53.5 51.8 58.5 58.5 56.3 52.1 51.9 55.5 55.0
Widowed, divorced,

or separated 8.9 11.2 10.1 9.5 8.7 7.5 8.1 8.4 9.3 6.9 8.3
Never married 37.8 35.4 36.4 38.6 32.8 34.0 35.6 39.5 38.8 37.6 36.7

Schooling completed:1
0-4 years 11.1 11.5 14.1 16.4 13.4 14.2 13.1 12.2 10.9 11.3 13.4
5-8 years 21.6 21.2 16.0 17.4 22.9 22.5 19.9 22.1 21.1 22.6 21.0
9-11 years 22.8 22.6 27.0 21.8 22.7 22.7 24.2 24.8 24.9 20.7 21.2
12 years 31.4 31.0 26.9 27.0 25.9 25.9 25.4 22.3 26.5 27.1 25.7
13 years or more 13.1 13.7 16.0 17.4 15.6 14.7 17.4 18.6 16.6 18.3 18.7

Employment status:
Part-time 21.8 22.8 21.1 22.9 20.1 18.3 22.4 18.5 18.6 20.5 19.3
Full-time2 78.2 77.2 78.9 77.1 79.9 81.7 77.6 81.5 81.4 79.5 80.7

Dollars
Median weekly 

earnings:3
Full-time workers2 316 303 295 298 290 294 304 297 304 331 319
All workers 264 266 245 262 273 271 274 268 276 289 280

1Schooling completed: 12 years means that a person received a high school diploma, GED, or equivalent degree.
2Full-time workers usually work 35 or more hours per week.
3Median earnings are in 2000 dollars.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.       
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Table 4
Demographic and earnings characteristics of wage and salary workers, 1990-2000
The demographic characteristics of all wage and salary workers have remained relatively unchanged 

Annual averages

Characteristics 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Thousands

Number of 
workers 104,351 103,166 104,054 105,407 108,166 110,220 112,142 114,697 116,882 119,130 120,971

Percent

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Gender:
Male 52.7 52.5 52.2 52.1 52.4 52.4 52.2 52.2 52.2 52.0 52.0
Female 47.3 47.5 47.8 47.9 47.6 47.6 47.8 47.8 47.8 48.0 48.0

Racial/ethnic group:
White 78.3 78.1 77.9 77.7 76.3 76.2 75.0 74.0 73.4 73.1 72.4
Hispanic 7.9 8.0 8.0 8.2 9.3 9.5 9.7 10.4 10.6 10.8 11.3
Black and other 13.8 13.9 14.1 14.1 14.4 14.3 15.3 15.6 16.0 16.1 16.3

Age (years):
Less than 25 15.8 17.2 16.7 16.6 17.1 16.8 16.2 16.4 16.7 16.8 17.0
25-44 56.5 55.4 55.2 54.7 54.3 53.9 53.8 53.0 52.1 51.2 50.2
45-59 21.8 21.7 22.5 23.2 23.4 24.0 24.7 25.4 25.9 26.6 27.2
60 and older 5.9 5.7 5.6 5.5 5.2 5.3 5.3 5.2 5.3 5.4 5.6
Median age 33 34 34 34 36 37 37 37 38 38 38

Marital status:
Married 58.2 58.5 58.3 58.2 57.9 58.0 58.0 57.0 56.4 56.2 55.9
Widowed, divorced,

or separated 14.3 14.3 15.4 14.6 14.5 14.4 14.5 14.6 14.7 14.6 14.7
Never married 27.5 27.2 27.2 27.1 27.6 27.6 27.5 28.4 28.9 29.2 29.4

Schooling completed:1
0-4 years 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8
5-8 years 4.0 3.7 3.0 2.8 2.8 2.7 2.7 2.8 2.7 2.7 2.7
9-11 years 10.8 10.2 10.1 9.8 9.5 9.5 9.7 10.0 10.2 9.9 9.7
12 years 39.4 39.2 35.0 34.4 33.3 32.7 32.4 32.4 31.8 31.6 31.2
13 years or more 44.8 46.0 51.0 52.2 53.6 54.3 54.4 54.0 54.5 55.1 55.6

Employment status:
Part-time 18.4 19.6 19.9 19.9 20.3 19.0 18.9 18.4 18.2 18.0 17.4
Full-time2 81.6 80.4 80.1 80.1 79.7 81.0 81.1 81.6 81.8 82.0 82.6

Dollars
Median weekly 

earnings:3
Full-time workers2 534 541 541 542 537 542 528 536 549 568 576
All workers 474 468 466 477 465 452 455 464 481 495 500

1Schooling completed: 12 years means that a person received a high school diploma, GED, or equivalent degree.
2Full-time workers usually work 35 or more hours per week.
3Median earnings are in 2000 dollars.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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In 2000, 36 percent of hired
farmworkers were not U.S. citizens,
compared to 8 percent of all wage
and salary workers. These percent-
ages have remained fairly constant.
Almost 78 percent of the non-U.S.
citizens working as hired farm-
workers were employed in the West
region, where they accounted for
63 percent of the hired farmwork
force. Crop production accounted
for 72 percent of the non-U.S. citi-
zen hired farmworkers. The West
also had the largest percent (39
percent) of the non-citizen wage
and salary workers, who accounted
for 14 percent of the workforce in
that region.

After Increasing for 2 Years, Real
Earnings of Hired Farmworkers
Decreased in 2000

Between 1999 and 2000, the
real average weekly earnings of
hired farmworkers decreased from
$331 to $319 for full-time workers
and from $289 to $280 for all hired
farmworkers (table 3). These
decreases amount to about 4 per-
cent for full-time workers and
about 3 percent for all hired farm-
workers. Real earnings for all wage
and salary workers increased about
1 percent for both full-time and for
all workers (table 4). As a result,
hired farmworkers' earnings as a
percent of all wage and salary earn-

ings for all workers fell from 58
percent in 1999 to 56 percent in
2000. Hired farmworkers continued
to rank among the lowest paid
wage and salary workers of 14
major occupational groups (fig. 2). 

These low earnings are reflect-
ed in the annual family incomes of
hired farmworkers. As shown in
table 5, 46 percent of hired farm-
workers had family incomes of less
than $20,000, while only 16 per-
cent had $50,000 or more in 2000.
In comparison, about 23 percent of
all wage and salary workers had
family incomes of less than
$20,000, and 44 percent had
$50,000 or more. Only private
household workers had as large a
percentage of families with
incomes less than $20,000 (46 
percent) as hired farmworkers. 

Table 5 
Family income of hired farmworkers and wage and salary workers, 20001
Hired farmworkers have significantly lower family incomes than all wage and 
salary workers

Annual averages

All Full-time All wage Full-time wage
hired hired and salary and salary

Characteristics farmworkers farmworkers workers workers

Thousands

Total 878 709 120,972 99,949

Percent

Family income:
Less than $10,000 26.4a 25.8b 16.0 15.2a

$10,000-$19,999 19.9a 20.8b 7.9 7.3a
$20,000-$29,999 19.3a 21.4b 11.3 11.4
$30,000-$39,999 11.7 12.2 12.0 12.2
$40,000-$49,999 6.5a 6.6b 9.9 10.1a
$50,000 or more 16.2a 13.2b 42.9 43.8a

1Combined income of all family members during the past 12 months. Includes money from jobs: 
net income from businesses, farms, and rents; pensions, dividends, interest, and social security 
payments; and any other money income received by family members who are 15 years of age 
and older. 
aSignificantly different from all wage and salary workers at the 95-percent confidence level.
bSignificantly different from full-time wage and salary workers at the 95-percent confidence level.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file. 
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*Significantly different from hired farmworkers at the 95-percent confidence level.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Figure 2
Median weekly earnings of full-time workers, by occupation, 2000
Hired farmworkers rank near the bottom of major occupational groups
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Rural (nonmetro) areas
received $5,306, per capita,

in Federal receipts in fiscal year
1999 (table 1). This was about $300
less than in urban (metro) areas,
representing a 5.6-percent gap.
Most of the nonmetro funding gap
is explained by significantly lower
nonmetro receipts from defense
and space programs and from pro-
grams corresponding to national
functions such as criminal justice,
law enforcement, and research.
However, nonmetro areas also
received significantly less Federal
funding from community resource
programs, which include housing,
infrastructure, and business assis-
tance programs that are viewed as
important for stimulating rural
development. Nonmetro funding
was higher in totally rural areas
than in other rural areas, and high-
est in farming-dependent areas
($6,688). This reflects the unusually
high level of farm payments in
recent years. In contrast, nonmetro
Federal funding was lowest in 
manufacturing-dependent areas
($4,626), and in commuting areas
($4,600).

Nonmetro Federal funding lev-
els were highest in the South, at
$5,453, and lowest in the
Northeast, at $5,040 (table 2). The
metro-nonmetro funding gap also
varied by region, ranging from 15
percent in the South, to 11 percent
in the Northeast, to 1 percent in the
West. In the Midwest, nonmetro
funding actually exceeded per capi-
ta metro funding by 8 percent. This
was due in large part to the high
Federal receipts in the Midwest's
Great Plains area (fig. 1), and was
associated with significant farm
payments to the region.

Each year, the Bureau of the
Census provides data on the geo-
graphic distribution of Federal
funding through its Consolidated
Federal Funds Reports. Focusing on
the 90 percent of funding that can
most accurately be followed to the
county level, we present here the
amounts received by metro and
nonmetro areas, broken down by
major program function, including
subtotals for ERS county types and
Census regions (see box p. 53, for
definitions used in tables). The
funding amounts are expressed in
per capita terms so that meaningful
comparisons can be made between
more and less populated areas.

Most rural (and urban) Federal
funds come from income security
programs, such as Social Security,
Medicare, and Medicaid, which pro-
vide significant amounts of transfer
payments directly to individuals or
to service providers. These pro-
grams are allocated largely based
on demographic and socioeconom-
ic characteristics. This explains why
transfer-dependent counties and
persistent poverty counties receive
high levels of Federal funds. This
also explains why the nonmetro
South, which has the largest con-
centration of low-income residents,
received more in total Fed-
eral funds, per capita, than non-
metro areas in other regions. 

However, the South was out-
paced by other regions when it
came to nonmetro receipts from
other Federal program functions.
Nonmetro areas in the Northeast
ranked first in defense and space
funding; the nonmetro West ranked
first in funding from other national
functions and from human resour-
ces and community resources pro-
grams; and the nonmetro Midwest
ranked first in agricultural and 
natural resource payments. 

Rick Reeder
Samuel Calhoun

Funding Is Less in Rural Than in
Urban Areas, but Varies by Region
and Type of County

Federal Funds in Rural America

Rick Reeder (rreeder@ers.usda.gov, 202-694-5360)
and Samuel Calhoun (scalhoun@ers.usda.gov, 

202-694-5339) are economists in the 
Rural Business and Development Policy Branch, 
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Table 1
Per capita Federal funds by function and type of nonmetro county, 
fiscal year 1999

All Agriculture Defense
Federal and natural Community and Human Income National

County type         funds resources resources space resources security functions

Dollars per person

United States 5,542 111 595 671 106 3,277 782 
Metro 5,601 35 632 762 102 3,201 870 
Nonmetro 5,306 416 445 308 122 3,582 433 

By degree of urbanization:
Urbanized 5,232 346 441 339 121 3,553 431 
Less urbanized 5,092 250 421 400 116 3,482 424 
Totally rural 5,855 931 470 83 130 3,796 444 

By economic county type:
Farming-dependent 6,688 1,956 544 144 131 3,503 409 
Mining-dependent 5,268 183 340 137 143 3,887 578 
Manufacturing-dependent 4,626 197 373 140 104 3,487 325 
Government-dependent 6,362 165 532 1,429 178 3,431 627 
Services-dependent 5,192 304 394 212 105 3,665 512 
Nonspecialized 5,175 415 515 76 118 3,685 367 

By policy county type:
Retirement-destination 5,244 51 528 333 91 3,873 369 
Federal lands 5,168 93 600 323 129 3,268 755 
Commuting 4,600 281 499 195 100 3,295 231 
Persistent poverty 5,762 460 441 143 209 4,051 457 
Transfer-dependent 6,161 258 516 145 195 4,512 535 

Note:  Individual figures may not sum to total because of rounding.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using Federal funds data from the Bureau of the Census.

Definitions Used in Tables

PPrrooggrraamm FFuunnccttiioonnss
ERS's six broad function categories for Federal programs are as follows:  

AAggrriiccuullttuurree aanndd nnaattuurraall rreessoouurrcceess (agricultural assistance, agricultural research and services, forest and land man-
agement, water and recreation resources)

CCoommmmuunniittyy rreessoouurrcceess (business assistance, community facilities, community and regional development, envi-
ronmental protection, housing, native American programs, and transportation)

DDeeffeennssee aanndd ssppaaccee (aeronautics and space, defense contracts, defense payroll and administration)

HHuummaann rreessoouurrcceess (elementary and secondary education, food and nutrition, health services, social services, train-
ing and employment)

IInnccoommee sseeccuurriittyy (medical and hospital benefits, public assistance and unemployment compensation, retirement
and disability--includes Social Security)

NNaattiioonnaall ffuunnccttiioonnss (criminal justice and law enforcement, energy, higher education and research, and all other
programs excluding insurance)
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Table 2
Per capita Federal funds by function and region, fiscal year 1999

All Agriculture Defense
Federal and natural Community and Human Income National

County type         funds resources resources space resources security functions

Dollars per person

United States 5,542 111 595 671 106 3,277 782 
Metro 5,601 35 632 762 102 3,201 870 
Nonmetro 5,306 416 445 308 122 3,582 433 

South 6,067 97 637 903 110 3,346 975 
Metro 6,273 35 692 1,089 104 3,172 1,182 
Nonmetro 5,453 281 472 347 130 3,866 357 

Northeast 5,193 11 257 475 103 3,670 676 
Metro 5,577 8 485 478 103 3,797 707 
Nonmetro 5,040 41 358 454 106 3,667 413 

Midwest 4,857 262 475 351 90 3,123 556 
Metro 4,757 65 525 417 88 3,040 622 
Nonmetro 5,136 813 335 169 96 3,355 370 

West 5,439 62 758 800 118 2,900 801 
Metro 5,447 30 777 869 111 2,857 804 
Nonmetro 5,387 259 638 379 159 3,169 783 

Note:  Individual figures may not sum to total because of rounding.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using Federal funds data from the Bureau of the Census.

CCoouunnttyy TTyyppeess aanndd RReeggiioonnss
We use the Office of Management and Budget definitions for Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs), based on popula-
tion and commuting data from the 1990 Census of Population and the Current Population Survey data for 1993. In this
article, "urban" and "metro" have been used interchangeably to refer to people and places within MSAs, while "rural"
and "nonmetro" are used interchangeably to refer to people and places outside of MSAs. 

When distinguishing nonmetro counties with different degrees of urbanization, we relied on the definitions used in
Margaret A. Butler and Calvin L. Beale, Rural-Urban Continuum Codes for Metro and Nonmetro Counties, 1993.

The county typologies used in the tables are those described in Peggy J. Cook and Karen L. Mizer, The Revised ERS
County Typology: An Overview, RDRR-89, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, Dec. 1994. We
used the four regions defined by the Bureau of the Census. 

For more details on these definitions and on the data and methods used, see the Federal Funds Briefing Room on the
ERS web site, www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/federalfunds. This web site also provides maps for different program functions,
access to individual county level data, plus research focusing on selected rural regions (such as Appalachia, the Black
Belt, and the Great Plains).
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Source:  Calculated by ERS using Federal funds data from the Bureau of the Census.

Figure 1
Per capita Federal funds, fiscal year 1999
Rural areas with the highest Federal funding, per capita, are in the Great Plains, the Mississippi Delta, and Alaska

 Greater than $6,025.43

 $4,711.12 to $6,025.43

 Less than $4,711.12

 Metro counties
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Child poverty in 1999
remained high, with 11.5

million children under age 18 
classified as poor, representing 37
percent of the poverty population.
The child poverty rate (16 percent)
exceeded the 12 percent rate for
the general population. In 1999, the
poverty threshold for a family of
four with two children was
$16,895. Poverty rates for children
in rural areas have historically been
higher than rates for children in
urban areas; 20 percent of non-
metro children were poor in 1999
compared with 16 percent of metro
children. With child poverty
remaining high throughout the
1990s, it is critical to identify those
children in need of assistance who
may fall through the safety net. 

The number of children in the
United States has continued to grow
in the last decade of the 20th cen-
tury, though children under age 18
now represent a smaller proportion
of the total population than in the
peak years of the mid-1960s. There
were 70.4 million children under

age 18 in America in the year 2000.
Because of significant changes in
the structure of American families,
more children today can expect to
live in a single-parent family at
some point in their lives due to
both high rates of divorce and
increased out-of-wedlock childbear-
ing.  Mother-only families are more
apt to be poor. An understanding of
the nature of child poverty, espe-
cially in light of recent changes in
the welfare program, is important
for shaping successful public poli-
cies to improve the condition of
children and to help them attain
their potential. Statistics on child
poverty may serve as a benchmark
to evaluate the effects of welfare
reform efforts. Most of the data in
this article are from the March
2000 Current Population Survey
(CPS) data file and previous years.

Child Poverty Declined Slightly in
the Late 1990s 

Nonmetro children have had
consistently higher levels of pover-
ty than metro children since the
1970s. In 1970, the child poverty
rate was 12 percent in metro areas
and 20 percent in nonmetro areas.
In the late 1980s, child poverty
rates declined and the metro-non-
metro gap narrowed (fig. 1). The
rates increased in the early 1990s,
but beginning in 1994, the metro
child poverty rate dropped substan-
tially, declining 6 percentage points
to 16 percent in 1999. During this
time period, the nonmetro child
poverty rate also dropped, ending
up 4 percentage points lower (20
percent) in 1999.

Despite slightly higher poverty
rates, nonmetro children had slight-
ly lower participation rates in the

Carolyn C. Rogers

Child Poverty Was Lower 
at End of 1990s

Child Poverty

Carolyn C. Rogers is a demographer with the 
Food and Rural Economics Division, 
Economic Research Service, USDA. 

Carolyn C. Rogers (crogers@ers.usda.gov, 
202-694-5436).

Note:  Child poverty rates are based on related children under 18.
Source:  Current Population Survey (CPS) data files 1986-2000.

Figure 1
Child poverty rates by metro-nonmetro residence, 1985-99
Child poverty rates declined in the latter half of the 1990s
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Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC)/Temporary Assis-
tance to Needy Families (TANF) pro-
gram than metro children during
the 1990s. Some of the residential
difference in participation rates
reflects the greater tendency of
nonmetro poor children to live in
two-parent families where at least
one parent is employed. During the
1990s, participation rates for both
metro and nonmetro children
declined. It appears that a robust
economy and the implementation
of State waivers in the mid-1990s
are among the factors affecting the
decline in AFDC/TANF participation. 

Poverty Rates for Nonmetro 
Black Children Declined Steadily
Since 1985

While most poor children are
White, the poverty rate of Black
children is much higher than the
poverty rate of White children. In
1999, the 36-percent poverty rate
for nonmetro Black children com-
pared with a 17-percent poverty
rate for nonmetro White children.
The Black-White gap in poverty

narrowed between 1985 and 1999
(fig. 2). This is primarily the result
of a steady 19-percentage point
decline in Black child poverty from
a high of 57 percent in 1986 to a
low of 36 percent in 1999. The
White child poverty rate also
declined, though not as markedly,
from 21 percent in 1985 to 17 per-
cent in 1999. Since a higher pro-
portion of Blacks reside in metro
areas than in nonmetro areas, the
gap between metro and nonmetro
poverty rates would most likely be
even larger without the difference
in racial composition. 

While the racial gap in child-
hood poverty has decreased, racial
differences persist because a grow-
ing proportion of Black children
live in mother-only families.
Children in mother-only families
have a greater chance of being poor
than children living with two par-
ents. In 1999, 40 percent of chil-
dren in mother-only families were
in poverty, compared with 8 per-
cent in two-parent families. About
half of Black children in mother-
only families are below the poverty

line, compared with 29 percent of
their White counterparts. This con-
trast by family structure is especial-
ly pronounced within racial groups.
For example, 10 percent of Black
children in married-couple families
were poor, compared with 50 per-
cent of Black children in mother-
only families in 1999. Children 
in mother-only families suffer 
economically because their moth-
ers usually have low earnings, their
fathers often do not contribute to
their support, and their financial
assistance benefits may not be 
sufficient

Share of Near-Poor Children Has
Remained Level While That of
Severely Poor Has Fallen 

In addition to the 20 percent of
nonmetro children under 18 who
were poor in 1999, nearly 14 per-
cent were classified as near-poor
(in families with total incomes 100-
149 percent of the official poverty
level), compared with 11 percent of
metro children. The percentage of
near-poor children ranged from 9
to 10 percent in metro areas and
from 13 to 15 percent in nonmetro
areas between 1985 and 1999, end-
ing up at 14 percent in 1999 (fig. 3).
The financial standing of the near-
poor is precarious at best, with
family incomes only marginally
above the poverty line. Because
they are above the level of poverty,
the near-poor are extremely vulner-
able to losing out on various gov-
ernmental assistance programs. On
the other hand, near-poor children
may benefit from expansion of pro-
grams such as the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC).

Thirty-six percent of nonmetro
poor children lived in severe pover-
ty, or with family incomes less than
50 percent of the poverty level,
compared with 41 percent of metro
poor children. Nonmetro areas have
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Note:  Child poverty rates are based on related children under 18.
Source:  Current Population Survey (CPS) data files 1986-2000.

Figure 2
Nonmetro child poverty rates by race, 1985-99
Poverty rates declined steadily for Black children, narrowing the Black-White gap
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shown greater improvement over
time in this measure than metro
areas. In 1985, about one-half of
nonmetro poor children were in
severe poverty, compared with 44
percent metro, declining 14 per-
centage points by 1999 (fig. 4). The
depth of poverty among children is
affected by whether all or some

family income comes from earn-
ings or AFDC/TANF. 

Conclusion 
Child poverty in 1999 remained

high, with 11.5 million children
under age 18 being poor, and the
child poverty rate (16 percent)
exceeded the 12 percent rate for

the general population. Poverty
rates increased in the early 1990s,
but beginning in 1994, the metro
child poverty rate dropped substan-
tially, declining 6 percentage points
by 1999. During this time period,
the nonmetro child poverty rate
also dropped, ending up 4 percent-
age points lower (20 percent) in
1999. More children now live in a
single-parent family at some point
in their lives due to both high rates
of divorce and increased out-of-
wedlock childbearing, and mother-
only families are more apt to be
poor. In 1999, the 36-percent
poverty rate for nonmetro Black
children was substantially higher
than the 17-percent poverty rate 
for nonmetro White children.
However, the Black-White gap in
poverty narrowed between 1985
and 1999. Childhood poverty has
both immediate and long-term 
negative effects. Children in low-
income families fare less well than
children living in families above the
poverty line on many indicators of
economic security, health, and edu-
cation. Children living below the
poverty line are more likely to have

Note:  Child poverty rates are based on related children under 18.
Source:  Current Population Survey (CPS) data files 1986-2000.

Figure 3
Near-poor children, by metro-nonmetro residence, 1985-99
The percentage of near-poor children increased slightly at the end of the 1990s
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difficulty in school, to become
teenage parents, and, as adults, to
earn less and be unemployed more
frequently. The cost of child pover-

ty to the Nation is high because
child poverty may affect the future
productivity and competitiveness of
the labor force.
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Note:  Child poverty rates are based on related children under 18.
Source:  Current Population Survey (CPS) data files 1986-2000.

Figure 4
Children in deep poverty, by metro-nonmetro residence, 1985-99
The percentage of severely poor children declined in the late 1990s
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for the 2002 Forum
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  Farm policy principles and proposals

  A new role for conservation in U.S. farm policy

  Globalization of food safety
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  Commodity-by-commodity outlook sessions

For complete program and registration details:
www.usda.gov/oce
(202) 314-3451
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Forum
2002
February 21-22, 2002
Crystal Gateway Marriott Hotel
Arlington, Virginia
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